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Abstract 
This dissertation is made up of two parts, a creative and a critical component. 
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This creative project, Kelp, is set in the Bay of Fires national park on the Tasmanian 
east coast. A young woman disappears without trace. A year later, a second woman’s 
mutilated body washes up on the same isolated beach. The story is told through two 
points of view. The first two chapters are from the perspective of Sarah Avery, a 35-year-
old barramundi farmer whose arrival at her family’s shack coincides with the second 
woman’s death. The third chapter is told from the perspective of Hall Flynn, an idealistic 
but disgruntled journalist who is reporting on the assumed murder case. Each chapter is 
told from either Sarah or Hall’s perspective until the point at which they achieve an 
emotional connection (chapter 9). At this point the narrative presents Sarah and Hall’s 
points of view within the same chapters, although still in the separate sections/scenes. By 
the final chapter, their points of view are presented within the same scenes.   
This Tasmanian gothic tale depicts the residents of the coastal village, whose 
fascination with the violence morphs into macabre voyeurism. The tension illuminates 
the protagonist’s anxiety about her single status, and the anxieties held by other single 
female characters. Kelp is an odd love story and a reflection on the landscape’s power. 
The wild east coast seascape – pristine sand beneath orange-lichen covered granite 
boulders; heaving shadowy kelp fields; abundant crayfish, mussels, abalone and fish; 
sweeping cold currents; and the crackling bush behind the seashore – is as flawed, 
vulnerable and vengeful as any character. 
The critical essay, The Endangered Spinster, argues that recently published novels 
written by Australian women reveal a re-emergence of a set of anxieties about the state of 
singleness and the choices contemporary women have. This thesis traces the spinster’s 
transformation through literary history from the 1800s. Crucial to the examination of 
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current literature engaging with women’s issues is the political landscape and history 
from which these novels emerge. Second-wave feminism sets a stage for the celebration 
of gladly single female characters. However, in a post-Greer, post-Millett, post-Chesler 
world, women are still writing thoughtful literary fictions that revolve around fairly 
traditional romance narratives. The novels considered in detail by this essay – Road Story 
(2005) by Julienne Van Loon, Addition (2008) by Toni Jordan and The Danger Game 
(2009) by Kalinda Ashton – exhibit an awareness of the groundbreaking findings of 
second-wave feminist writers, yet return to a pre-second-wave concern with suburban 
domestic heteronormativity, highlighting the tension between second- and third-wave 
feminism. This thesis is concerned with how these novels, born out of the third-wave, a 
movement about choice and empowerment, present women who long for such 
passionately rejected territory. 
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Preface 
The storm broke the night before the second woman’s body was found. She was face 
down in the sand halfway along the longest beach in the Bay of Fires. Red polka dot 
bikini pants were tangled below the woman’s hips. Sand maggots fed on her back 
wounds. Sea-weed twisted through her hair, which was the only part of her that still 
looked human. She was swollen from days of floating in saltwater before the sea finally 
spat her out on the high tide line.  
It was Boxing Day when the fisherman discovered the body. He was wandering along 
the shore line, taking pleasure in the heavy silence of dawn, and the strangeness of the 
beach, newly carved by wind and rain. The sun had barely surfaced over the ocean 
horizon. The crisp sand, littered with marine debris, gleamed in the day’s freshness. 
Beneath a shapeless mountain of green eucalypts, the lagoon shimmered in purple 
darkness. It was full. Soon the Chain of Lagoons would overflow, pouring through the 
grassy dune and gutting the beach to meet the ocean. A sharp undertow sucked on a steep 
wall of wet sinking-sand making it dangerous for swimming. This part of the seashore 
was only visited by fishermen, surfers and the occasional shell collector.  
The fisherman’s were the only footprints on the beach. 
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Chapter 1 
 
Six beers caps filled the pocket of Sarah Avery’s cut off jeans. She checked her watch; 
the afternoon was hours from ending. Cracker jokes and long winded stories which she 
had heard before became louder. It was time to get out of here. Sarah crumpled the paper 
crown she was wearing into a tight ball and flicked it under the table. She muttered 
something about checking fishing conditions. No one noticed her grab the bottle of 
Bundaberg Rum, her gift to herself, from the top of the gas fridge. No one tried to follow 
as she left the shack and that satisfied her. The thought of being alone on the rocks with 
her father or his mate Don was excruciating. From the outdoor cold box she took a six 
pack of beer and a litre of Coke and shoved them into her fishing esky. 
She did not relax until she was steering the car, in a pleasant alcohol-infused idle, 
along the gravel road. At the wharf she parked behind the boat shed. Low greasy cloud 
sweated over the ocean horizon. Close to the shore the sea was choppy. She could leave 
the car here and walk back to the shack if she wanted to. On the backseat was the wicker 
picnic basket her sister had given her for Christmas. What a stupid gift, she had thought 
as she thanked Erica that morning. Now she realised it was handy. She took one of the 
cups and poured herself a rum and Coke.  
Runabouts, partly filled with rain water and seaweed, bobbed tightly on their cable 
wire restraint. Some had not been taken out to sea in years. They remained here, tied so 
severely they were barely able to float. Perhaps she should come down with a box of salt 
and pour it into the point where the cable was drilled into the rock. Better off being a 
shipwreck than like this.  
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Halfway through her drink, a muscular guy wearing his cap back-to-front appeared out 
of the casuarinas and pig’s lace. She watched him skim stones across the little harbour 
and smoke a cigarette. He tossed the butt into the sea. The last time she had seen him, 
maybe seven years ago, he had played Chinese Chequers against her and Erica. He had 
cried when he lost. 
He said he remembered her and sat in the passenger seat, fiddling with the stereo, 
adjusting the mirror, storing his cigarettes in the hire car’s empty glove box. Soft wisps of 
hair, unsettlingly long, grew from his cheek.  
Sarah didn’t offer him the first beer; he asked. That point would seem important to her 
when she recalled the evening later. 
* 
On Boxing Day the beach shacks huddled under one endless cloud of cold moisture. 
Sarah sat alone and watched the heaving sea through the window. It was perfect weather 
for reading and there was a fly fishing article in an old Reader’s Digest Sarah wanted to 
have a look at. Unfortunately, Sarah’s parents invited their best friends Pamela and Don 
over for a game of Celebrity Head. They had played some kind of game every afternoon 
in the week since Sarah had arrived, while summer rain blew sideways from a chilled 
grey sky. Her sister, Erica, said Sarah had brought the rain with her. Indifferently she 
agreed and took another large mouthful of beer. Noisy rain popping into bowls and 
saucepans strategically arranged under the leaking roof forced everyone to raise their 
voices as they drank Ninth Island champagne from glasses marked with individual 
charms. For the fun of it Erica had attached a charm to Sarah’s stubby. It was a single 
stiletto.  
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No one noticed her sadness; they barely noticed as she stood up to light the gas 
lanterns. She had told them that boredom had been her reason for quitting her job at 
Eumundi Barramundi Farm. Man troubles too, she had added when Erica pressed her. 
They all assumed she had been rejected. Fair enough, Sarah didn’t blame them; it was a 
safe assumption about a plain woman like her. It was easier for them to digest than the 
truth. Sick, perverted, mental; those were the names Jake had shouted across the wet 
asphalt that night. Her family didn’t need to know that. One by one, she held a match 
stick beside the soft wicks, filling the shack with milky light. Conversation washed 
around her like a familiar, itching blanket. 
Sarah had a sour feeling of déjà vu; they were talking about the same things they had 
talked about for as long as she could remember. Jane Taylor, the angry woman who ran 
the guesthouse, had let her dogs run unleashed on the beach and one of them had chased a 
child. That was irresponsible, her mother, Felicity, said; Pamela agreed wholeheartedly.  
Beer bubbled up the back of her throat and into Sarah’s nose. Simone Seabourne had 
bought a new wave ski and had offered John and Don a lesson. Felicity and Pamela 
decided that was half funny, half pathetic. Simone was flirtatious, but that didn’t bother 
Felicity and Pamela, so they said, it was more that she wasn’t warm, she wasn’t 
comfortable around women. Pamela ran the corner store and was pleased to share local 
news. She said the campers were drinking a lot more than previous years, she could tell 
by how much ice they bought from her. She could tell other things too, such as why 
certain people couldn’t lose weight judging by what they bought from her store. It didn’t 
seem to occur to anyone that an apple or banana in Pamela and Don’s store cost three 
times the price of a bag of potato chips. The only people who could afford fruit were the 
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well-off people who owned shacks – doctors, lawyers, teachers, scientists or academics 
such as Sarah’s parents. Anyone who camped presumably brought their own fruit and 
vegetables from Launceston. 
“Sarah’s turn.” Erica wrote on a piece of paper and passed it to Sarah. Sarah licked the 
back of the paper and stuck it to her forehead. 
“Am I a woman?” Sarah said. 
“Yes.” A circle of grinning faces surrounded her. 
“Am I married?” 
“No.” 
“Am I alive?” 
“No.” 
Sarah couldn’t think of another question. She didn’t care. The celebrity head was 
probably some pop star she had never heard of. 
“Give me a clue.” 
“You’re an elderly virgin.” Erica’s laugh was a hoot.  
“Who is it?” 
“It’s not you!” 
“Erica. Let her work it out,” Flip said. 
Sarah ripped the paper off her forehead. Everyone groaned. She was Queen Elizabeth 
the First.  
“Good one.” She tipped her head back and poured the warm flat froth in the bottom of 
her stubby down her throat. 
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Outside, pink light was visible through cracks in the darkening sky. Red sky at night, 
shepherd’s delight. Although it was raining now, tomorrow would be clear. She would 
still leave. The week had dragged on long enough. The weather didn’t bother her. In fact 
she preferred it; bad weather brought schools of salmon close to the beach and kept the 
tea tree stained lagoon pleasantly childless. It was the Bay of Fires that she remembered 
from her childhood, when all the shacks were tiny fibro fishing cottages and there was 
never a queue at the boat ramp. 
Erica cupped her hand around another slip of paper as she wrote. 
“One for you, Pam,” Erica said. 
Pamela stuck it on her forehead. 
“Am I a woman?” 
Everyone shouted yes. 
“Am I a bitch?” 
“Yes!” 
“Am I Simone Seabourne?” 
Raucous laughter drowned the rain. It woke Henry, who poked his head up and 
barked. Sarah couldn’t feign a laugh. It was a mistake coming here. After living and 
working for seventeen months in the cheerful nosiness of Eumundi, Tasmania’s isolation 
had appealed. Ninety kilometres down a gravel road in a national park on the east coast 
of Tasmania. No electricity, no telephones, no television. Bay of Fires; summer 
population seventy, winter population two. But the isolation was not as reassuring as she 
had imagined. A week, a month here, nothing to talk about but Simone Seabourne’s 
alleged flirtations, untrained dogs and fat people. Before long they would want more 
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details about Sarah. It was the intimate details of other people’s lives that nourished them. 
So far, Sarah had listed bare facts: she had quit her job and broken up with Jake.  
She didn’t know that she could keep her secret hidden. Kindness would be enough to 
shatter her fragile shell. The problems that had forced her self-imposed exile from her life 
up north would provide her mother and Pamela hours of intense discussion. Worse would 
be their disgust if they found out that she had messed around with Sam Seabourne, a 17-
year-old boy, and on Christmas Day no less. It was so bad it was almost funny. But she 
had not drunk enough to laugh. If they turned on her; she could handle herself in an 
argument. But to be the focus of their concern would be unbearable. Sarah twisted the top 
off another bottle of beer. 
* 
Sarah went to bed too early and woke in the dark, with nothing to do but wait for day, 
prey to a contorted parade of raw memories. She tried to control her thoughts by focusing 
on work. On the barramundi farm there was order, systems, programs which required 
finite concentration. Before she quit she had been improving staff training. She’d taught 
them to diagnose diseases which the caged fish suffered. Each ailment had specific 
symptoms: gill disease, skin lesions, sores, viruses similar to those humans could 
contract. Lying in bed, Sarah visualised each symptom. Some were psychological and she 
concentrated on recalling each troubling behaviour, such as fish swimming unusually, or 
sitting on the bottom of the tank, or floating on the top, gasping for air.  
Some of the blokes on her staff never got it. Glorified tank cleaners. Not that she’d 
ever say that to their faces. But really, how many times did she need to remind them to be 
alert to the fish reactions every time they brought in new water or new breeding stock? 
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Old anger temporarily contained her shame. She focused on her breathing, counting each 
breath, releasing it slowly. Maybe she was the problem. She had high expectations of 
people and got frustrated when her expectations weren’t met. But so what? If they didn’t 
like it, she could handle that. No doubt some of the Eumundi Barramundi staff was glad 
she had quit. She could see them standing around the Pineapple Hotel pool table, 
laughing about her over Friday afternoon beers. 
People were more of a challenge on land farm-fishing, as opposed to ocean farm-
fishing. Storms and sudden shifts in currents, hot autumns and freezing springs, pollution; 
there were many unpredictable elements in ocean farm fishing. The thing is, you 
expected these to occur. On a land farm, you were supposed to have total control of the 
environment. 
Quiet and dark, that was how barramundi liked it. It was her job to make the 
environment as friendly as possible for the fish. Healthy fish lived a peaceful life, rippled 
currents on the surface of the tank their trademark. She imagined herself submerged near 
the bottom, slippery skins slicking past her, flipping somersaults in the cool darkness. On 
the tank floor, the sun would belong to another world. Oxygenised water bubbled to the 
surface. She closed her eyes and allowed herself to be absorbed into the undulating swirl 
of six tonnes of barramundi. The distraction worked for a while until the madness crept 
in, her thoughts more frightening than any bad dream. 
As soon as light appeared at the sliver where the mould-stained Ken Done curtains did 
not join up, she slid out of bed and hung a towel around her neck. She closed the shack 
door on Mum and Dad and Erica’s sleep noises, escaping before the cups of tea and 
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conversations that would follow her from the solitude of the couch to the wooden chair 
under the old beach umbrella on the front veranda.  
Dad had mowed the track to the beach. It was reassuringly wide but Sarah set each 
foot down with a deliberate thump and hummed to warn the poisonous black snakes that 
thrived in the area that she was coming. It was a childhood habit and she was barely 
conscious of it. 
At the bottom of the track she kicked off her thongs and leapt across the smooth 
granite rocks and onto the chilled sand. The storm had cleared and the beach was empty; 
a slender pale arm curling between spiky yellow sea grass and the ocean under a 
scrubbed clean blue sky. Curly brown seaweed and twists of orange string, driftwood and 
fishing line, broken shells, globs of smashed jelly fish and bits of plastic littered the 
beach beneath the shacks. The sea was too rough for swimming. The usually clear green 
water churned sand. Clumps of dirty yellow froth like beer scum stained the beach. If 
Erica was here she would crinkle her nose and say it smelt like raw sewerage but Sarah 
liked the salty, fishy smell that remained after the storms, that pungent aroma of 
decomposing seaweed. It was good for fishing. 
Twenty minutes walk down the beach the dune flattened around a purple lagoon. 
Sarah tossed her towel on the sand and waded into the water without fuss. Smashed sticks 
and leaves, debris flushed from the gullies, floated in the water. She scooped water over 
the goose bumps on her thighs, wetting her sagging nylon one-piece, splashing her 
shoulders and face, smoothing her unbrushed hair back into its ponytail. The sun rose 
slowly in Tasmania and a chill breeze rippled the water. A school of tiny silver bait-fish 
 
Kelp 17 
darted towards her, then away. She took a breath and dived. Underneath, she opened her 
eyes, the water so cold it felt like her eyeballs had frozen. 
The storm had created a new deep pool at one end of the lagoon, conveniently near a 
good jumping rock. She swam toward it. The distant sound of breaking waves was 
accompanied by the high screech of seagulls and the gentle lap as Sarah side stroked 
through the water. For a moment she forgot everything. The lagoon was wrapped in 
quietness now, though before long it would be as noisy as a public swimming pool. Sarah 
had mentioned this to Erica last night and her sister had agreed, cheerfully, as though this 
was a good thing about the lagoon. Sarah couldn’t stand it. The men in new Christmas 
board shorts following kids flapping on blow-up fluoro-coloured toys; mums yelling 
instructions; old women keeping their hair dry breast-stroking up and down; and that 
awful blind friendliness of people who think they know you and want to ask stupid 
questions when all you want to do is press your shivering body flat against a hot rock and 
close your eyes. 
When she got out she was shivering. Wrapping the towel around her shoulders she 
walked along the beach, away from the shacks. The sand was warm under her icy feet. A 
man was coming towards her. As she got closer she realised it was Roger Coker. He 
swung his fishing bucket with his good hand, his rod wedged tightly under the other arm. 
She couldn’t remember the last time she had spoken to him; it had been years since she 
had spent more than a weekend here. Sarah curled her lips into a parched smile.  
“There is a girl. Down half a mile. Dead.” He blinked and looked out to sea.  
“What are you talking about?” Sarah resisted the urge to take a step backwards; Roger 
was standing too close to her.  
 
Kelp 18 
“Smells bad, worse than rotten squid.” 
“A dead person?” 
“Murdered.” His breath smelt like sour milk.  
“On the beach?” 
“Stabbed.”  
His long white finger pointed to the unprotected end of the beach. With the rough 
swell that lingered after the storm, the only other person who might walk that far would 
be a shell collector. But there was no one else wandering along the wash line picking up 
polished cream cowrie shells, Chinaman’s fingernails or the mussel shells with the hole 
perfect for threading fishing line through. Apart from Roger, Sarah was alone on the 
beach. 
“The Seabournes’ is the closest phone,” Sarah said. 
“No. No. I’ll use the phone box at the shop.” Roger’s gumboots dragged through the 
sand towards the shacks.  
Sarah watched him for a moment, then followed his foot prints back along the 
shoreline. In the morning sun her shadow was long, a thin black ribbon that moved one 
step ahead of her towards the dead woman.  
The smell hit her first; rotting flesh, as foul as road kill festering in the sun. Her 
stomach heaved but she didn’t slow her pace. From a distance the body looked like a seal, 
curled and dark on the sand, the outgoing tide lapping her legs. Up close the blackened 
and bloated body was swollen around bikini bottoms. Her top half was naked.  
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A crab crawled out of the raw tissue. The stench was unbearable but Sarah couldn’t 
turn away. Covering her nose and mouth, she walked around the body. Roger’s footprints 
formed a circle in the sand, none came close.  
Sarah wasn’t squeamish. Crouching down, she rolled the dead woman over. Her head 
was floppy like one of the dead fairy penguins tossed onto the beach by winter seas. Her 
empty eye sockets stared at the new sky. Sarah registered the polka dot pattern of the 
bikini bottoms and reeled backwards, her hands clawing at the sand as she scrambled 
away. Adrenaline shot through her system, at once sickening and strangely pleasing. She 
had not expected to recognise the corpse.  
She sprinted towards the shacks, ignoring the splintering sensations in her ankle 
tendons as she pounded across the hard sand.  
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Chapter 2 
 
The swell muffled the police car’s engine. The windows rattled and the chimney pipe 
swayed and tapped against the tin roof as two policemen came up the ramp. Erica tied a 
sarong around her waist. Sarah sat on the banana lounge and inspected her hands. Every 
nail had broken unevenly. Two nails were split up the centre, ruined from repairing filter 
systems and replacing gutters. What could she tell the cops? She had been anticipating 
their arrival, had silently rehearsed what she would say; now they were here her thoughts 
were beyond her control. 
They took her statement while she sat there in her Speedos and a t-shirt that said 
‘The Liver is Evil and Must Be Punished’.  
“I saw her in the guest house. I might have said hi,” Sarah didn’t elaborate on the 
conversation she had had with the Swiss woman. “I took Jane Taylor, the guest house 
owner, some mullet, a few days ago. Can’t remember when exactly.” 
She wasn’t lying. What passed between her and the pretty backpacker was nothing. It 
wouldn’t interest the police. Thinking about it made Sarah’s stomach churn sluggishly. 
The younger gravel-voiced policeman demanded to know why she had tampered with the 
crime scene.  
“The danger is you destroyed evidence.” 
“I know. I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me.” Sarah tried to read the older 
policeman’s face but it was inscrutable, his pen poised over his pad as though he 
expected some kind of confession. “She’s been soaking in the ocean for God knows how 
long. You won’t get DNA.” 
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The older policeman stood with the sun behind him, so a shadow fell across her body. 
He had his hands deep in his pockets and his hips thrust forward. She wasn’t intimidated. 
Sarah had been the only woman on the barramundi farm. She had been in charge of 
eleven men; hard living, hard working blokes who didn’t hold back. She had been one of 
two women in her year studying aquaculture. At Hash House Harriers she was the only 
woman. She could hold her own from the ponds to the pub and anywhere else it counted. 
“I am sorry I touched her.” 
“It’s alright.” 
Sarah reached for a glass of water beside the banana lounge. She rolled the water 
around inside her mouth. It was warm and had a faint taste from the tank. They were 
correct; she shouldn’t have touched the body. 
“I felt sorry for her.”  
If she started describing the twisted bikini, the legs splayed revealing unkempt pubic 
hair, the crawling lice or the sand caked in her fingernails; there was a chance she would 
cry. If she started crying, there was a chance she would not be able to stop.  
 “If you remember anything...” he stepped forward and she was out of the shadow of 
his body. Sun pierced her eyes and forced her to squint. 
“This is like in the movies,” Erica said. “If we remember anything, we’ll come down 
to the station.” 
“Yes Erica. It’s just like in the movies, except it’s not, and someone did actually die.”  
Embarrassment flushed Erica’s face. She blushed easily. Cried easily too. Everything 
came easily to Erica. Sarah turned away. 
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Not long after the police left, the shack became crowded. Elbows resting on the 
veranda railing, she watched through the binoculars as the police removed the body. 
Sarah ignored the chatter and the feeling that she was just another nosey resident. The 
police worked slowly. One person was taking photographs. Another, crouched beside the 
body, was writing on a notepad. More men, in plain clothes, watched. There were no 
women documenting the crime scene. 
Behind Sarah, her mother and Erica bustled about with the teapot and leftover 
Christmas cake and shortbread biscuits, as though this was a Scotch Oakburn College 
parents and friends fundraising morning tea and not the aftermath of a murder. Slurping 
tea from chipped cups, the visitors swapped bits of information with barely contained 
excitement. 
It seemed the Swiss woman was walking to the rock pool in the middle of the day, a 
few days before Christmas, when she was killed. No one even knew she was missing 
until Roger found the body. If he hadn’t have found her, there was a chance she could 
have washed away on the next high tide. Someone said that she sunbathed topless every 
afternoon at Honeymoon Bay and laughter simmered through the crowd. They became 
silent when someone else added that the woman’s parents were flying out from 
Switzerland to take her body home. Sarah was the only person who had spoken to the 
woman, a fact she didn’t volunteer.  
Anja Traugott was alone in the Bay of Fires Guesthouse when Sarah strode in, looking 
for Jane. Anja had tried to speak to her. She was not Sarah’s kind of woman. Her accent, 
dumb and sexy at the same time, was irritating.  
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Sarah had been back in Tasmania for less than a day. Everything felt irrelevant except 
her own reeling sadness. Sarah told herself her unfriendliness had nothing to do with the 
woman’s pale, pin-up girl prettiness, or the fact that her clothing, tiny cut off shorts with 
breasts almost falling out of her red and white bikini, was better suited to the Gold Coast 
than a Tasmanian national park. She wasn’t jealous, she was just preoccupied.  
But as Anja had traced her finger along Jane Taylor’s wall map of the local coast, 
shades of blue pillowing out from the long curving beach to the continental shelf, Sarah 
had stood mutely, the plastic bag of mullet she was bringing Jane hanging limply by her 
side.  
“The rock pool is a two hour walk from here,” Sarah had said before leaving the 
woman staring at the map.  
Sarah had been to the rockpool the previous day and the water, usually so clear you 
could see the delicate seaweed fronds growing on the bottom fifteen feet down, was 
blurred with fish guts and scales. Gulls scratched over blood stained rocks where 
someone had cleaned fish. But Sarah had not mentioned this. 
Sarah gripped the binoculars with damp fingers. Her hands were sweating. There were 
other walks she could have suggested; traversing the nearby apple farm to see the 
middens or hiking along the sandy Old Road past the tip and up to the burnt bridge where 
wild flowers were in season; tiny pink and lemon petals among parched Banksia and 
wattle. Any of those would have made a nice walk for a tourist.  
Through the binoculars Sarah watched as two people in white jump suits lifted the 
body into a bag, and then onto a stretcher, and carried it to a white van parked behind the 
grassy dune.  
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“It’s quite disgusting that you touched that dead woman,” Erica grinned. “Mum’s 
worried they’ll make you a suspect.” 
“Mum’s got no idea.” 
“Yeah,” Erica took the binoculars. “Oh. She’s gone.”  
There was disappointment in her voice as she turned and announced the news to the 
people gathered on the veranda. 
* 
A solitary body surfer hurtled down the face of a seven foot wave in the post-storm swell 
beneath the shack. The wave crashed and he disappeared into the beating foam. Sarah 
counted silently. It was a good thirty seconds before he emerged in the washing machine 
white water. He stood up, twisted around and dived under an incoming wave, just before 
it exploded with a force Sarah could hear from the veranda. His neat forceful strokes 
were those of someone who had done years of swimming training in the pool.  
She had not seen him since Christmas night at the wharf. She had woken on cold spiky 
sand, daylight penetrating her closed lids. She could smell shit and hear flies buzzing 
nearby. There was sand in her mouth, and she desperately needed a drink of water. 
Something was twisted around her legs, holding her down. She tried to kick it off and 
couldn’t. She sat up, squinting in the overcast morning glare. She was in a sand dune. Her 
jeans and underpants were pulled down below her knees. In the bold daylight her pubic 
hair looked matted and ugly. She could not remember passing out.  
Alone, partially naked, her skin clammy and her guts sick. Her head reeled when she 
stood to pull her trousers up. Her fingers shook as they fumbled on the zipper. The ocean 
and rocks fluctuated and she felt seasick. It looked like the sand dunes beyond the wharf, 
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although her hung-over mind was not sure. She couldn’t remember walking up there. The 
last memory she had was of being in the car, listening to the clinking of moored boats and 
rain on the roof. Sam had left, of that she was fairly certain. She could not remember 
leaving her car. 
Flies buzzed around something at her feet. Human faeces, a twisted cable of shit, sat 
centimetres from where her head had been. The smell was foul. She retched, stomach 
muscles convulsing in a bid to dredge her guts. Yellow bile came out; acidic and rancid. 
* 
Erica’s voice brought her back to the present, the hot veranda and the swirling swell 
below. 
“Sam Seabourne,” Erica leaned on the railing beside her. “He is H.O,T. Hot.” 
“You’re learning to spell. Don’t tell me Qantas are educating their trolley dollies these 
days? It’s really great.” 
“We’re not just there for our looks.” Erica laughed; meanness was often wasted on 
her. “Go and get the binoculars so we can have a closer look.” 
“No.” Sarah felt saliva spray from her mouth. “Some-one is dead Erica. Get a hold of 
yourself.” 
In the surf, Sam was being pummelled in knee deep water. He braced his hands on his 
knees and bent forward; probably hacking salt water out of his nose.  
Sarah went inside and lay on the couch. Erica and her mother treated her like she was 
ill, offering her toast and watching her closely for signs of something. Signs of what, she 
didn’t know. Did they expect her to break down in floods of tears, shaking with shock at 
what she had touched? That wasn’t going to happen. At least they weren’t asking any 
 
Kelp 26 
more personal questions. She closed her eyes as Erica placed a cup of tea beside her. The 
attention was pleasing. 
* 
From the shack’s veranda Sarah watched the road. She felt ill. It wasn’t the revolting 
smell, or the mutilated flesh, but the thought of that woman’s final hours that gripped her. 
There were kind ways to kill, if you wanted something dead. On the barramundi farm, 
fish that were to be processed were put on ice to slow down. Sometimes they put a mild 
anaesthetic in the ice slurries to slow them down even quicker. Sick fish that needed to be 
destroyed weren’t treated so kindly. Sarah preferred to put sick fish on ice but some of 
the staff were ruthless and chucked the fish in the bin alive. For twenty minutes the 
creatures would flap away on top of each other until they ran out of air.  
Walking on the other side of the road in the gutter beside the farm’s barbed wire fence 
was Roger. If he had looked down towards the shack he would have seen her; motionless 
on the swing she had built herself when she was nine year old, her fists balled on either 
knee. Sarah watched him pass, a solitary shape huddled under the morning’s expansive 
pale sky. 
* 
The fishing section of the Bay of Fires general store was a mere shelf. There were several 
bags of hooks, a couple of sinkers, reels of line, some butterfly nets and an over-priced 
Alvey surf rod that had been there almost as long as Pamela and Don Gunn had owned 
the shop. Sarah knew the contents of that shelf as well as she knew the contents of her 
tackle box and as she walked down the hill towards the shop she envisaged which size 
hooks she was going to purchase. The wind had dropped and there wasn’t time to muck 
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around if she wanted to catch anything today. She also didn’t want to get embroiled in a 
long conversation with Pamela. 
Several people were sitting out the front of the shop, under a plastic banner saying 
Real Espresso Coffee, $2. Sarah vaguely recognised them; they belonged to an extended 
family who had camped at the back of the lagoon from Christmas until Australia Day 
ever since she could remember. The woman straddled the picnic table’s wooden bench 
seat. She held a pie in front of her mouth with two hands, a can of Coke wedged between 
sprawling thighs. Her wide bra straps cut into sunburned skin flaking off her shoulders. 
Unfortunate looking, or salt of the earth, was how Mum or Erica would describe a 
woman like that. 
Everyone did it, made assumptions without bothering to find out the truth. More than 
once Sarah had been mistaken for a lesbian. She kept her shoulder length hair slicked 
away from her face and held back with a plain rubber band. She never wore makeup and 
her clothes were functional, bobbled t-shirt left over from her uni days or aquaculture 
conferences and jeans. Old clothes were practical when you were feeding fish. 
The woman outside the shop was speaking through a mouth full of pie. It was hard to 
tell if the two men were listening. They smoked and drank iced coffees while looking 
down the road. The short man finished his drink and popped the carton under his foot. He 
tossed it through the air to the bin as Sarah approached. Milk droplets rained in front of 
her. 
“Bunghole, you’re a bastard,” the woman said, adding for Sarah’s benefit, “Sorry, 
love.” 
“No problem.” Sarah forced a smile. 
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Bunghole was jockey-small with a solid beer gut. He wore a blue wife beater and tight 
grubby jeans that slunk down over his flat bottom. He didn’t look at Sarah; he was 
distracted by something happening on the other side of the road. A policeman Sarah had 
not seen before leaned on the open door of his car, staring down the gravel towards the 
boat ramp. There was nothing to look at except an empty paddock of yellow clumpy 
grass on one side and shabby peeling paper barks hiding the beach on the other. Parked in 
the black sand at the top of the boat ramp was an empty boat trailer attached to a dusty 
sedan. Sarah pushed her way through the multi-coloured fly strips. It was a fair guess that 
Pamela would know what was going on. 
Coins clunked on Pamela’s counter. “Here’s your change. Sixty cents. Where are your 
manners? Good boys. Thank you,” Pamela spoke to the young boys she was serving as 
though they were her own children. She turned to Sarah, her blonde bobbed hair swinging 
as she shook with excitement.  
“Sarah. Sweet-heart. Your mother told me what happened. I can’t believe it. You poor 
thing.” Her fingertips were flashes of vermillion darting through the air. “You know I 
saw Roger Coker lurking in the phone box when I was opening the curtains this 
morning.” Although there was no one else in the shop, Pamela lowered her voice. “I said 
to Donald, he’s probably ringing the sex line.” She put her hand over her mouth and 
laughed. “I can’t believe I said that, given what’s happened today. No one can believe it; 
murder in paradise. Two murders in paradise.” 
Sarah picked up a bottle of Hartz mineral water. There was no point trying to speak 
until Pamela had finished.  
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“My heart goes out to the Crawfords. I can’t imagine how they’re feeling. The same 
beach where Chloe was last seen. The same jolly beach.”  
Australia had fixated on Chloe Crawford’s disappearance. Her family had rented one 
of the fishing shacks down at the wharf for a week over Easter. Sixteen-year-old Chloe 
had taken one of the shack’s surfboards down to the beach, late one afternoon, the hazy 
hour before dusk when anyone who knew better would not dare to swim for fear of 
sharks. From what Sarah could remember from the news coverage at the time, the 
Crawfords were bush people. His face was hidden behind massive beard; she wore her 
hair in two long plaits.  
The surfboard was never found, nor were Chloe’s shorts, t-shirt, towel and sunglasses 
which her mother had seen her leave with. It was unlikely Chloe was lost at sea. Sarah’s 
parents and Pamela and Don had helped search; everyone had. They had not found a 
single trace of the girl. 
Pamela took a deep breath and exhaled with both hands on the counter. “Everyone is 
saying there’s a serial killer. I’m not joking, Sarah.” 
Sarah tried not to laugh. There probably was a serial killer out there, but Pamela’s 
blatant excitement about it was comical. It was as if she had won one hundred dollars on 
a scratchy.  
“I feel sick thinking about it. I need something to do.” Pamela ducked her head under 
the counter and pulled out a green bottle of disinfectant. Citrus scented vapour rose as she 
sprayed the counter in fast bursts. 
Pamela wiped the counter with a yellow cloth, speculating on how authorities would 
contact the dead woman’s family in Switzerland and describing the reactions of 
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customers as she told them the news. One woman had wondered if the ocean was now 
contaminated and whether it was safe to swim.  
 “I don’t understand why you went up there. It’s not what anyone needs to see.” 
Pamela said. “You’ll have nightmares.” 
“I’ll be right.” More than once Sarah had wondered how her mother could stand being 
best friends with Pamela. Gossip dressed up as concern never fooled Sarah.  
“Anyway. You saw Roger… at what unearthly hour were you on the beach?” 
Measuring her words in terms of how they would sound repeated to the next customer, 
Sarah told her the story. For once Pamela listened carefully, nodding as she slid cobbers, 
teeth, bananas, freckles and milk bottles into piles for her one dollar lolly bags.  
“It’s awful,” Pam interrupted, raising her voice as an elderly man and woman entered 
the shop. “I’ve been coming here every summer since I married Donald and I cannot 
believe that someone could be killed - murdered, for goodness sake - in a sleepy holiday 
village like this one.” 
The couple looked up from the ice-cream freezer. Sarah pretended to be fascinated by 
the over-priced tackle. The man paid for two Eskimo pies and they stood there eating 
them as Pamela repeated the story. She was unstoppable.  
“The police think she was dumped out at sea in a boat. They’re down there now, 
talking to the fisherman,” Pamela concluded.  
“You’ll scare your customers away,” Sarah said when the shop was empty. “If people 
think there’s a psychopath living here, they might all pack up and go back to town for the 
summer.” 
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“Good. I’m sick of everyone already and it’s not even January. Take them,” she waved 
away payment for the fishing hooks. 
Pamela followed Sarah outside. The police car had gone and the sunburned woman 
was climbing into the driver’s seat of a sky blue Hilux, indifferent to her floppy shorts 
riding up so the baggy beige cotton of her underpants showed.  
“Make sure your father locks the front door tonight, sweetheart. It bothers me that they 
sleep with it unlocked.” 
“You too, Pamela. Keep safe.” 
“Please. No one’s going to be messing with an old girl like me.” 
In the driver’s seat of the Hilux Bunghole pressed his cigarette to his mouth with 
curled fingers. He looked familiar; but there were lots of scrawny men who had flavour-
saver facial hair and fat wives and used the boat ramp. Ferret, Sarah thought, and then 
caught herself. She sounded like Mum and Erica and Pamela. The woman slammed her 
door shut and they all gave the thumbs up as the truck skidded onto the road. 
“Aren’t those campers revolting?” Pamela waved as the Hilux jolted away. 
* 
There was a ledge at the southern end of the gulch where Sarah had once caught 
seventeen cocky salmon in one afternoon. Many summers had passed since. The orange 
lichen-covered rocks were smoother against her bare legs, the water colder and clearer 
than she remembered. She took a squid tentacle out of the bait container and slid it onto a 
hook. The second hook she baited with a pilchard. She cast out and waited.  
Three lines later she saw Roger Coker, high on a rock above a swirling kelp eddy. His 
presence startled her; she had thought she was alone. He waved a finger before turning 
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away and hiding his face toward the ocean. Roger was strange, but not as strange as 
everyone enjoyed believing. He wasn’t that much older than Sarah, he couldn’t be more 
than forty, but he had the surrendered, hunched posture and parched skin of a man who 
had lived for much longer. When Sarah was a child she remembered him wandering the 
beach wearing a long sleeved shirt and trousers even in the middle of January, never 
swimming, sometimes sitting shyly near the mothers or paddling in the shallows. He 
became more self-conscious when Sarah and Erica became teenagers. He still waved and 
smiled but didn’t try to speak to them anymore, often spending hours crouching half 
hidden in the dune grass, watching the families splashing in the lagoon.  
Slowly reeling in empty line after empty line, checking the baits and recasting, Sarah 
began to breathe more easily and each swing of the rod was smoother. Her eyes slid 
along the watery horizon to Sloop rock and the point where the wooden jetty, built for the 
trains carrying tin, once stood. Everyone said that was where the woman had been 
murdered and thrown into the sea. 
Her finger felt the line tighten and she wound it in. The cocky salmon had gone for the 
pilchard. Its mouth opened and closed, its body writhed, as she slipped the hook out of its 
flesh. A quick twist to the neck and it was dead. The fish stiffened and spasmed; she 
tossed it in the bucket. She removed the squid tentacle. When she cast out again both 
hooks were loaded with a pilchard. 
The salmon were funny like that. On any given day they would prefer either one bait 
or the other. It depended what was around; if they had been feeding on a school of 
pilchards, they would take the squid bait. If like today she was catching them with 
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pilchards, it meant the ocean was probably full of squid. It would be a good idea to return 
with the squid jig later tonight. 
In the dimness the water slapped the rocks with more insistence, the black mass of 
kelp shifting and folding with the waves. She didn’t hear Roger climb down the rocks. 
“I didn’t have nothing to do with that girl,” Roger said. “Nothing.” 
“You scared me,” Sarah said.  
He grinned, showing the blackened broken teeth, reminding her of the nickname 
Smiley they secretly called him. 
“Murderer. They called me a murderer. I know them. I’ve seen them with their 
parents.” He was muttering and looking out to sea so it was difficult to understand what 
he was saying. 
“What do you mean?” 
“Those kids,” he gestured beyond the lagoon, towards the camping ground.  
He produced a shell from his pocket, one of the common sturdy crustaceans that the 
tide left in arcs along the beach. It formed a creamy circle in his dry, leathery palm. He 
slapped his back and the top of his head, demonstrating where the shells had hit him. 
Sarah finally understood. “They’re children. Don’t worry.” 
“I never met the Swiss woman. When the first one disappeared I was up in the 
Douglas Aspley chopping wood with my uncle. Can you tell them?” 
“No one thinks it was you, Roger.” 
He crouched down to inspect the contents of her bucket. The top of his bent neck was 
dark red and freckled; beneath it was a slender stretch of delicate skin so pale it was 
possible it had never been exposed to sunlight.  
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“Cocky salmon. Pilchards will catch something. Squid’s running.” 
His way of articulating her thoughts rattled her. He was peculiar. She didn’t mind 
talking to Roger Coker here on the rocks in sight of the shacks, or anywhere on the main 
beach, but she wouldn’t want to be alone with him any other place. One summer when 
she was 17 or 18 he had followed her across the rocks. 
“I’d make a good husband,” he had said as though they were continuing a previous 
conversation. “I own the house. I don’t drink like some blokes. I’d let my missus work 
and go into town… whatever you wanted.” 
She had told him she had a boyfriend. It was a lie but he had nodded as though he 
expected this, squatting with his hands cupped around his eyes. She could see the 
reddened skin of his stumpy hand, chafed where his fingers should have been.  
“If you’re not interested, you can tell your sister. I don’t mind,” he had said.  
The conversation still made Erica and Sarah laugh.  
His was a lonely life, living in a fibro cottage with old newspapers for curtains and 
rusting car skeletons in the yard. No one cared how many fish he had caught when he 
came home each night. She imagined having sex with him before she realised what she 
was thinking, immediately halting the image of his inexperienced panting, his dirty fluids 
contaminating her body, his disgusting innocence.  
Think of something else, quickly. Pamela said he had had a girlfriend once, a shy, 
chubby woman who bought toilet paper and kitchen cleaning spray at the store. Someone 
saw them walking on the beach. Apart from that, no one had seen Roger with any one, 
except the uncle who came down to fish a couple of times each summer.  
“Any idea who murdered that woman?” Sarah said. 
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“Nope,” he replaced the lid on her bucket. “It’s not hard to kill a person. It is harder to 
kill a snake than a person.” 
A larger wave washed up behind her, cold sea water smacking over her head and 
shoulders so she yelped. Roger laughed his high-pitched giggle, eerie in the silent 
twilight. 
“Don’t worry about a bit of water. The only thing a pretty lady like you needs to worry 
about is that you’ll be next.” 
When he was gone Sarah turned back to the ocean. After every encounter she had with 
Roger her skin felt damp and prickly. Although she hadn’t touched him, had never 
touched him, he left her with a foul residue of intimacy that made her guts slide. 
* 
Knee deep in the shallows, Don wore the flaccid expression of someone lost in thought. 
Sarah splashed water at him and he startled. Amicably, he splashed her back. He had seen 
dolphins. There had been a pod of them, maybe as many as seven, pirouetting out of the 
waves. It was worth waiting for. After five minutes of silence, Don spoke. 
“Pamela said you had a boyfriend up in Queensland?” 
“Not any more.” 
“Oh. What happened?” 
“You know. Ended.” 
“Got it.” 
She was glad that he didn’t ask any more questions. Don never said much; it was one 
of the things she liked about him.  
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Sarah had little time for talk. Consequently she had few female friends. That didn’t 
bother her. She was comfortable in a world where neurotic conversations about weight, 
husbands, job stress or other people’s business, followed by confidence boosting pep 
talks, did not exist. She would miss that about the fish farm, where insults about each 
other’s weight, attractiveness or genitalia were routine. Nothing was off limits. Even each 
other’s families were targets. If the guys became too revolting she concentrated on the 
computer spreadsheet or double-checked that the automatic feeder was set correctly or 
whatever she was doing and pretended she hadn’t heard.  
Sometimes they tried to shock her.  
“You ever been put on the spit Aves?” One of the guys asked one day. 
Sarah had a thick hide; she wouldn’t have lasted fourteen years in this industry 
otherwise.  
“I’m not giving you visuals for your wank bank. Get back to work.” 
She was the boss so the blokes had no choice about that. 
* 
Sarah spread a map of the Tasmanian east coast on the kitchen bench, studied it, and 
pencilled a cross at the place where the woman washed in. Her mother was leaning over 
the sink, brushing her teeth. The sloshing sound of the brush in her someone else’s mouth 
was not a sound Sarah was used to hearing. She looked up from the map to see her 
mother watching her.  
“Why are you writing on the map?” Felicity said. 
Sarah shrugged, swirling the beer in the can. Her mother rinsed her toothbrush. 
Usually they used the little bathroom at the end of the veranda to brush their teeth. 
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“Newsflash Mum. Anja Traugott and Chloe Crawford were young. I think you’ll be 
safe using the outside bathroom.” 
Sarah meant to reassure, to tease; her mother recoiled. There was a moment when she 
could have apologised but it passed. Sarah concentrated on the map. 
Strange things had happened on this isolated beach. Ten years ago half a dozen perfect 
square holes, one metre deep, were found dug in the sand. Newspaper reports suggested a 
midnight boat delivery of contraband, drugs or smuggled crayfish. But like the morning 
Roger found that woman, no one heard or saw anything suspicious. 
Sarah remained silent as she watched her mother lock the shack door. They had never 
locked the shack, not even when they visited the nearest town, an hour’s drive on 
corrugated gravel, for groceries. They never lit all four gas lanterns or closed the curtains 
of an evening, but tonight someone had done so. 
As her family settled into their beds, Sarah remained at the kitchen bench, sipping her 
beer. Dinner’s heated scent, cheese and pasta, lingered. She wished she could open a 
window but it wasn’t worth the alarm it would cause.  
In Eumundi her house was never completely closed, not even at night or when it 
rained so hard the house swayed to an oceanic rhythm on its old legs. Up north nature 
was not restrained by brick walls and insulation. Curious possums wandered through the 
living room, rats trotted up the frangipani and through the kitchen window to leave bite 
marks in the avocados in the fruit bowl, moss grew in the bathroom and palm fronds 
pushed through the wrought iron veranda railing.  
She opened the gas fridge and tried to replace the beer cans she had drunk without 
making a noise. It was difficult. She knew she didn’t need another one. She knew she 
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should drink some water and go to bed. Instead, she took another can of beer back to the 
bench. Fine soot had fallen from the lantern wick onto the counter. With her finger she 
traced the letters JW in it, looked at them for a moment, and erased the initials with a 
swipe of her fist. 
She was home, but homesickness overwhelmed her. What for, she did not know. 
There was nothing to go back for. She folded the map of Tasmania tightly, pinching the 
brittle old paper so hard it tore.  
* 
Rat chewed boogie boards wedged in the wardrobe, a yellow sticker saying Brownies are 
Beautiful peeled off the door and the both bunks had shaggy green bedspreads from the 
seventies and doughy polyester pillows with pillow cases that smelt like old women from 
being stored away all winter. Hanging from the ceiling was an old wooden surf rod, its 
rusty sinker dangling directly above Sarah’s face. It wasn’t so much a bedroom as a hole 
in the wall. There was no door and she could see the kitchen and the ocean through the 
window above the sink. It was the bedroom she had slept in every summer since she was 
a child and it had not changed. It was discomforting.  
Her head hurt. The water bottle beside the bed was empty. She could hear Erica and 
her boyfriend Steven in the kitchen. He had picked her a flower while she made him a 
coffee. It was a tradition they were copying from Felicity and John, who had begun every 
day of their thirty-six year marriage with the ritual. Jesus. They lacked the imagination to 
dream up their own thing. They were so cheesy and Sarah was about to tell them when 
she heard Pamela’s voice. 
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“I was interviewed this morning and you’ll be pleased to know I’m innocent,” Pamela 
called as she entered the shack without knocking. “The police have three names they’re 
interested in. All local men.” 
Sarah heard her mother, Felicity, gasp. 
“Who?” Erica said. 
“Everyone’s saying it’s one of those men who camp behind the lagoon. Of course, 
Roger Coker found the body, which makes him a suspect.” 
“He’s an official suspect?” Erica asked. “Goodness.” 
“There’s a yellow station wagon driving around with a group of surfer boys whom the 
police would like to speak to. I said they hadn’t been in to the shop.” 
“Roger Coker has the right profile,” Erica said. “He was mistreated as a child. 
Neglected. Abused. Remember when Don saw Roger running along next to the car and 
horrible old Mrs Coker hanging out the window hitting him with a rope?” 
“Maxwell saw that. Not Donald. I’d forgotten,” Pamela said.  
“It was good that she died,” Felicity said. 
The gas in the hot water cylinder flicked and hummed and there was the flush of water 
rushing through the pipes as someone filled the kettle. 
“I don’t know that Roger is capable of murder,” Erica said.  
“Call me a snob, but the people who camp around here become more unsavoury every 
year,” Pamela said. “I was saying to Donald, I don’t even think it’s legal for them to be 
camping there. It’s not a designated camping ground and it’s surrounded by national 
park. It’s the rubbish that bothers me. And the fire danger.”  
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“That was revolting last year. We picked up a full garbage bag of glass bottles and 
cigarette butts from the beach on New Year’s Day,” Felicity said. 
“Was that the fishermen?” Sarah called as she swung down from the top bunk.  
“Most likely. We collected an entire garbage bag full of rubbish. I’ll tell you 
something you won’t read in tomorrow’s paper,” Pamela lowered her voice. “I apologise, 
it’s gruesome. They believe that girl was killed using two different knives. And the 
intensity of the attack suggests someone psychotic who hates women, or was under the 
influence of drugs.” 
“The police told you that?” Sarah came out of the bedroom. 
“One of my customer’s has a cousin who knows someone.” 
“Maybe we should go back to town,” Erica said.  
“There’s no need to panic,” Pamela said. “The police are advising people to be 
cautious. Nothing more. We need to be alert, that’s all.” 
“Be alert, not alarmed,” Sarah said. 
“They’re not going to catch anyone,” Erica said. “There are posters up in every little 
town from the Fingal Valley to Bicheno and up to Ansons Bay and they still haven’t 
found a trace of the little Crawford girl. This is just a tourist. As if the police have a 
chance.” 
Everyone paused. From the road was the sound of male voices, raised in anger. Erica 
ran into the bedroom to look out the window. 
“It’s Don,” Erica said. “He’s yelling at someone. Funny. I’ve never heard him shout.” 
The shack shook as the three women ran outside to see.  
* 
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At the bottom of the beach track Sarah kicked off her thongs. Penetrating the noise of the 
ocean and sea birds was a rough human sound. Straining to hear, she turned her head in 
the direction. It was someone sobbing. Just to be certain, she stood on a rock and peered 
across the granite boulders. Sam Seabourne. Face in his hands, leaning against the cold 
stone, rocking back and forth.  
He was crying like a child, almost hysterically.  
“Sam.” 
He didn’t respond. She weaved through the rocks until she was right behind him. In 
hindsight, she shouldn’t have snuck up on him like that. 
“You all right mate?” 
He spun around, his face collapsed with emotion.  
“Just fuck off,” he yelled.  
“What? What’s wrong?” 
But he was gone, scrambling across the rocks in a frantic effort to get as far away from 
her as possible. She sat quickly, like wet sand being dumped out of bucket, and it hurt her 
coccyx. She did not blame the kid one bit; if she could run away from herself she would 
too. 
* 
Hundreds of footprints dimpled the icing sugar-white sand and discarded police tape 
flicked in the dune grass. A gentle onshore wind hummed into a discarded polystyrene 
coffee cup. There was no sign of the woman; nothing stayed still on the beach. 
Sarah picked up the coffee cup and strode into the dune, ignoring the unwelcoming 
grasses swatting her legs. Behind the rise the terrain flattened. Banksias and dewy pig 
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face clung to the sandy soil. She stopped in a small clearing which was accessible from 
the gravel road that ran along the back of the beach. A low wooden sign announced No 
Camping. Day Use Only. Tyres had torn the white sandy surface, the weight of several 
cars ripping into the ground so the black under-soil showed through like a bruise.  
Balancing on the sign, Sarah scanned the coast. Small dainty clouds rushed south high 
above the horizon; beneath it the sea had the calmness of a barramundi pond. A pair of 
hooded plovers circled her, their distance reassuring.  
Sturdy steady waves broke at the place where the sea had delivered itself of Anja 
Traugott. Impulsively she ran towards it. At the ocean’s edge she stripped away her 
clothing until she was naked, throwing it in a pile on the sand. She dove under the first 
wave, shallowly, letting the undertow suck her in. It was stronger than she anticipated. 
The undertow seized her feet and tugged her under as wave after wave swallowed her. 
Stirred up sand blinded her and her arms flailed as she struggled to find the surface, only 
to be pulled back down again. She swallowed water and her chest burned. In what she 
hoped was a diagonal direction, she swam out to sea, blindly pummelling the water until 
she felt the pressure ease. What an idiot. Behind the billowing greenness the ocean was as 
it looked from the beach and she floated on her back until her breathing slowed. 
She noticed the man only as she emerged from the water. He was watching her from 
the dunes, hands on his hips, legs apart. She didn’t know him. He looked scruffy. His 
shirt was tucked in to his pants, not in a fashionable manner but in a way which revealed 
he wasn’t interested in how his clothes looked. He ducked his head and she remembered 
she was naked. Pervert. If he wanted to have a go, he would want to be quick. 
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She started dressing herself. He had his back to her. She was aware of a weird thrill 
that started in her stomach and pumped out to her extremities. Even her fingertips tingled. 
It reminded her of the artificial adrenaline rush of the one time she had taken acid at uni. 
The numbing sick feeling which had churned her stomach since she left Eumundi was 
gone. He was probably a tourist. If so, he was a moron, lurking around the murder scene 
like that. She decided to tell him so. Without taking her eyes off him, she marched up the 
beach. Her shirt stuck to the wet salt on her skin. It made her back itch. Old mate up there 
was going to get an earful.  
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Chapter 3 
 
Hall Flynn turned left off the four lane Midland’s highway and onto the crumbling Fingal 
Valley Road. The sun was too low to be shielded by the visor, and he squinted through 
the shards of light, trying to anticipate corners he could barely see. The seventies-style 
sunglasses he had found outside the Gunners Arms on Saturday night did nothing. He 
slowed as he drove through each empty little town, considering buying some better 
frames from a petrol station, but nothing was open; even the bakeries were yet to position 
their open signs.  
In sprawling cable-logged paddocks on either side of the road, the occasional lone tree 
was dwarfed by its own long shadow on grass in the last stages of greenness. By 
February the ground would be dry, the sheep’s white fleeces dusty and blending with the 
dirt. Hall would report the usual drought stories, interviewing cattle and sheep farmers 
who complained about not having enough feed to last the summer and the cash crop 
farmers who moaned about diminishing outputs of potatoes, carrots or mushrooms. He 
found it hard to be sympathetic; the same farmers who cleared every last acre of their 
land were the same ones who wondered why precipitation levels were falling. Not that he 
would ever say that outright; it was a journalist’s job to keep his opinions to himself. 
The road curled away from another empty main street, mimicking the leafy line of the 
South Esk River. Hall wound the window down carefully so it wouldn’t get stuck. The 
morning air chilling his face carried the sweet wetness of rotting river bracken. Damn, it 
was good to get out of Launceston. 
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When his editor called him late last night with the assignment she had tried to sound 
detached but she couldn’t hide the anticipation in her voice. A murder. Near the very 
beach where a pretty teenager was last seen. This was a story that sold newspapers.  
“Serial killer is the obvious angle of course. Inept police, inept local MP too. Who’s 
next? Focus on their fears. Vox pop them. Set the agenda,” she said. “I need a photo of 
the dead woman too.” 
“I think I know how to handle it, Christine,” Hall said before thanking her for the 
story. 
He was surprised that she had chosen him to cover it. Why hadn’t she handed it to one 
of her favourites; kids with double degrees and shorthand so shoddy they had to record 
their interviews on their mobile phones. They were the ones getting all the good rounds. 
Last year someone retired and the State Political Reporter position came up. Hall had 
applied. Over the seventeen years Hall had been on The Voice, his rounds had included 
council, police, courts, state parliament, agricultural, sport and music. His CV was well 
rounded and he had assumed the job would be his. But Christine hadn’t even given him a 
formal interview; she had handed the job to Keneally. The guy was less than two years 
out of his cadetship, for Christ’s sake. 
“You’re too good at what you do,” she had said when Hall fronted up to her office. 
“You’re good with country people. They trust you. You know all the councillors, from 
Break o’Day to the Nut. All the issues. We can’t lose you.” 
Christine had tossed him a heap of front page stories to compensate: a murder suicide 
up at Mathina; a garage amphetamine factory in Trevallyn; the Victoria Museum theft of 
seven nineteenth century stuffed animals, including a Tasmanian tiger, which his 
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reporting had helped recover. This barely assuaged him. Hall had restrained his bitterness 
but it remained within him, quietly malignant. 
Concentrate, he told himself as he steered his car onto a narrow crumbling road that 
curled around a eucalyptus-covered cliff face. He grinned as he drove past a sign that 
announced You are now entering St Mary’s Pass. Someone had scratched the “P” off. 
There were more signs within the pass, warning of falling rocks and active wildlife, and 
enlisting large vehicles to sound their horn before each blind corner. Hall’s Holden was 
not that big but he followed the instruction anyway, honking continuously and keeping 
his foot on the brake until he rolled out the other side of the pass. He didn’t want to speed 
but he needed to get to the Bay of Fires by 9am, the time the police had arranged an emu 
parade on the beach where the woman was found.  
At the entrance to Bay of Fires National Park the road turned to gravel and his radio 
lost transmission. A cloud of dust hovered behind Hall as he steered his jarring vehicle 
along the rutted surface. Fire had ripped through last summer and the blackened eucalypts 
were woolly with new leaves. If Hall recalled correctly, the local community had enacted 
emu parades through the burned landscape, looking for remnants of the missing teen. 
They found nothing, not even her bike frame, let alone her bones.  
Hall breathed in the charcoal-clean scent of burnt bush. There was the faintest trace of 
salt on the air, an aperitif to the ocean which the flashes of blue shining through the 
canopy told him was not far away. He emerged through the trees and onto a long straight 
running beside a gleaming white beach. It looked about three kilometres long, curving 
around the sea and ending beneath a rocky headland. Somewhere on this beach the dead 
woman had washed in. 
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A serial killer made for copy that was human interest, crime and politics. He had a lot 
to do. So far all reports, newspaper and radio, were based on a police report and a couple 
of phone interviews. Hall began going over the different angles in his head and then 
stopped himself. The angles would appear on their own, after he started interviewing. 
This was a good story. No, this was great story. 
* 
Moored in the wind high on the headland was the Bay of Fires Guest House. Hall parked 
beside a battered Land Cruiser and walked up the ramp. He liked the place immediately. 
It was an old Nissan hut, the kind built to withstand tropical storms. The faded green 
corrugated iron roof was curved, like a giant beer barrel. It looked like it had withstood 
its fair share of bad weather. He walked up and down the veranda, inspecting the 
building, wondering how it had come to end up in on the Tasmanian east coast.  
Inside it was larger than he anticipated. Bench seats fit snugly beneath the curved roof, 
and tall windows overlooking the ocean were decorated with shell and driftwood 
mobiles. The furniture was dingy, the yellow rug stained and the lino peeling, but the sky 
and sea light lit up the room. No one answered his greeting and there was no one in either 
of the back bedrooms, which appeared to be unoccupied. 
In the side yard a tall, thin woman wearing skin-tight jeans and a snake skin belt 
pegged washing on a Hill’s Hoist. 
“Morning,” called Hall. 
“Oh, hey,” she spoke holding a peg between her teeth. “You the journo?”  
As he moved closer he breathed the sweetness of her last cigarette coming off her 
clothes and skin.  
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“I guess I am.” 
“Well you either are or you’re not.”  
Hall laughed, but he wasn’t sure if she was trying to be funny. Inside the guest house a 
telephone rang. The woman tossed the pegs on top of the washing basket and marched 
towards the back door. 
“Come on then.” She didn’t check to see if he was following.  
As she answered the phone she shoved a form and a pen at him. Her rings were loose 
on her fingers. 
“Bay of Fires Guesthouse.” Her voice remained unfriendly, the wrinkles around her 
lips rose and sank as she spoke. “Suit yourself.” She hung the phone up. “Okay. Grand 
tour. Get your bag. There’s no valet service here.” 
Her name was Jane. She showed him around, describing the facilities in a rehearsed 
manner. Downstairs there were two bunkrooms, two bathrooms, and Jane’s private 
quarters. Hall averted his eyes from her denim-clad buttocks as she took the stairs two at 
a time. “How long are you staying for?” 
“A few nights to start with. Not sure. Depends what my editor wants.” 
“The room’s yours for as long as you want it.” Except for the distant roar of the ocean, 
the guest house was quiet. Jane paused in the doorway of one of the upstairs bedrooms. “I 
take it your wife doesn’t mind not knowing when you’ll be back.” 
“No wife, so no problem.” 
“Right. This is you.” 
“Good day for the beach,” Hall said as Jane winched open his bedroom window and 
shoved a piece of wood in the frame to hold it there.  
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“Don’t talk to me about it. I should be knocking people back.” She swiped her hand 
across the bed, dusting something off, before she spoke again. “No one’s staying. I had a 
group of ten here last night, they all left this morning. Women decided they didn’t want 
to stay. More people are coming on the weekend at least. Right now I’ve got 12 beds, one 
guest. You’re it.” 
“That’s hard,” he murmured in the voice he reserved for grieving families and 
business owners going broke. 
“Summer’s our make or break down here. Easter to the November long weekend this 
place is dead. High season now and they’re not coming. It doesn’t help; all your 
muckraking.” 
“I haven’t written a word on Anja Traugott,” Hall said truthfully, meeting her grey 
eyes. 
Strands of salt and pepper hair had fallen out of her top-knot and she tucked them 
behind her ears with both hands. The end pieces of hair scooped out from under her ears 
like antennae. 
“Her parents are coming to get her stuff. You tell me what I’m supposed to say to 
them.” She crossed her arms. 
“You tell them she was a lovely person and that you are sorry for their grief. That’s all 
you can say.” 
“I don’t want this to be happening.” 
“Sure.” Hall unzipped his laptop case. 
“I suppose you’ll want to interview me, seeing as how I was the last person to see her 
and that. The coppers say I’m an important witness.” Her laugh was bitter. “I can only 
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tell you what I told them. She took her camera, went out for a walk at about 1pm. Didn’t 
come back. You want me to tell you what she was wearing?” 
“Listen. I’m not interviewing you now. I need to make notes. We’ll sit down later. Do 
it properly. Where did you say the men’s room was?” 
She stepped past him and into the hallway. With her thumb, she jabbed towards the 
stairs. “Down to the left. Make sure the button pops up when you flush; it’s almost had it. 
You want a cup of tea when you’re done? Come outside and I’ll talk. But don’t mess 
around. I have to go to town to meet the bus.” 
“Okay,” he relented and she finally smiled, showing teeth so ruined they looked like 
baked beans. 
* 
Walking carefully so the floorboards didn’t creak, Hall bypassed the bathroom and 
entered the first bunkroom. The beds were made, white sheets folded back over grey 
blankets. Otherwise, the room was empty. The next room was set up the same except one 
bed was unmade. A backpack leaned against it and a book was on the nightstand. Hall 
picked it up. He couldn’t read German but it looked like a romance novel. He looked at 
the backpack. There wasn’t time to open it now; if he asked nicely Jane might let him 
have a look. If not, he would go there when she went to meet the bus. It wasn’t locked. 
Hall peered out the narrow window. It looked over a succulent garden and a paddock 
in which a black Angus bull stood motionlessly beside a barbed wire fence. A cul de sac 
on the point provided access to several new shacks. You couldn’t correctly call them 
shacks; their sharp lines and walls of glass positioned to frame certain views suggested 
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the clever touch of an architect, unlike the original fibro dwellings. In the other direction 
he could see the lagoon, a purple smudge on the edge of the beach.  
It must have been winter when he came here with Laura for it was too cold to swim. A 
family of black swans had watched as Laura waded in the lagoon. With her floral skirt 
hitched around her waist, her face drenched in dappled autumn sunlight, she had looked 
like one of Renoir’s women. One of the birds thought she was too close and had flapped 
and hissed with its neck stuck out. At the time Hall had been frightened for Laura; now 
he wished it had bitten her. 
* 
In his notebook Hall wrote the date and time. Straddling the bench seat opposite him, her 
back to the ocean, Jane ineffectively swatted the cigarette smoke floating in the air. 
“So,” Jane propped her lighter on top of the Holiday cigarette packet between her legs. 
“Where do you want me to start?” 
“Start at the beginning, when she first got here,” he sipped the tea. It was too hot and 
burnt his lip. Jane didn’t notice. 
Anja Traugott had arrived on the bus from Launceston five days before Christmas. 
She had spent her time reading in the garden, sunbathing, taking walks around the 
beaches. One afternoon she hired snorkelling equipment, another morning she joined a 
couple of other guests and canoed around the lagoon. Jane was grouting her window 
ledges and had seen Anja leave the guest house on the day she went missing.  
“It’s not my fault no one realised she was missing right away. I don’t keep tabs on 
everyone who stays here. She’d paid for a week.” 
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She pulled weeds out of the herb pots as she spoke. Jane had gone away on Christmas 
Day, Boxing Day she was busy clearing the beach track, it was on the day after that, 
when Jane went to clean the room, that she realised her guest was absent.  
“I rang the cops right away. I have nothing to hide, mate.” 
“Why haven’t they taken Anja’s bag?” 
“I knew you’d snoop in there. Someone special is coming up from Hobart to look at it. 
No one’s supposed to go in there.” 
“I didn’t touch anything.” Hall was not apologetic. “Tell me about the man who found 
the body.” 
“Roger Coker. He’s retarded.” Jane wasn’t being malicious. It was clear to Hall that as 
far as she was concerned, her version of his mental capabilities was factual. “One time 
someone gave him a bucket of red paint and he painted everything in his house red. Pots 
and pans. Kitchen table. His shovel.” 
“How do you know that? Do you visit him?” 
“God no. I wouldn’t step inside that dump. Everyone knows about the paint.” 
“Do you think he did it?” 
Jane lit another cigarette and took a long suck, blowing the smoke hard out the side of 
her mouth. She filled a dog’s bowl with water from a tap attached to a corrugated tank. 
Hall turned to a fresh page in his notebook, numbered it, and waited patiently for her to 
decide what she was going to say. 
“Probably not,” Jane said. 
“So who did?” 
Jane shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine.” 
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“No, it’s not,” Hall was irritated by the interview. “You’ve lived here a long time and 
you know everyone.” 
“I’m not going to name and blame. I’ve copped enough of that myself to know what 
it’s like.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“I mean what I mean.” 
She stubbed out her cigarette in an old vegemite jar almost full of butts. She screwed 
the lid back on before looking him in the eye. 
“I was married once. This place was more upmarket then. When Gary was here. No 
backpackers.” 
“Right.” 
“Well, if you want to know what happened to him, you won’t need me to tell you.” 
“People talk.” 
“You got it, Scoop.” 
Jane pulled another cigarette out of the box, tapped it upside down on the lid. Her lips 
pinched. He sensed the conversation was ending. He closed his notebook and waited. It 
was an old trick and it always worked. To fill the time he tried to name the herbs on the 
patio. Basil, flat parsley, rosemary, normal parsley; there were more but he did not 
recognise them. A flock of gulls swooped overhead, casting fleeting shadows on the 
table. A dog he couldn’t see barked and dragged its chain.  
“I’ll just say this,” Jane said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if Roger Coker knows more 
than what he’ll tell the police. He’s not as stupid as everyone thinks.” 
“You think he did it?” 
 
Kelp 54 
“Don’t twist my words.” 
She stood up, grabbed her cigarettes, sliding a loose bra strap back inside her singlet. 
“It must be hard running a business on your own,” he offered. 
“Oh well. I’m still here, at least.” 
* 
From the dunes headlands loomed over each end of the beach. On his map they existed as 
small curves on the edge of a blue vastness. He studied his map of the coast, correlating 
the markings on the map with the landmarks he could see; the Old Road winding around 
the other side of the chain of lagoons, the cleared hilltop of Franklin’s Farm, the point 
where the old tin railway had once run on a wooden jetty out into the ocean to meet cargo 
ships bound for Hobart. There was a turning circle towards the end of the beach and he 
could see people gathering for the emu parade. He checked his watch; it would start in 
fifteen minutes. 
Hall jotted a couple of impressions of the beach in his notebook. It was a rugged, 
isolated stretch of coast. Beautiful and wild. There had been a program on Stateline some 
time ago about the large number of persons whose lives ended in the Tasmanian 
wilderness. In the past two years there had been four bushwalkers, two rock fishermen, a 
white water rafter, and a child who wandered away from a campsite. And Chloe 
Crawford. Some were dead, some were still missing. The program raised the question: 
was Tasmania an island of murderous criminals or had these people been swallowed by 
the rugged unforgiving landscape? It was a good question. 
He was about to return to his car when he saw a woman striding towards him. Water 
streamed from her dark hair and she clutched a jacket around her which was the same 
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muted green as the coastal scrub. She didn’t seem bothered by the spiky dune grass under 
her bare feet. 
“Can I help you mate?” She didn’t smile back.  
“I don’t know.”  
“You’re aware this is a crime scene?” 
“I am.” She was having a go at him. This could be fun. He fiddled with his camera, 
ignoring her. 
“Well, what are you doing here?” 
“Looking around.” 
“Looking around?” 
“Research.” 
“What kind of weirdo lurks in the dunes after someone has been murdered there?” 
“No one was murdered here.” 
“Yesterday…” she faltered. 
Her eyes were bright and her breath ragged. She wasn’t having a go, she was scared of 
him. He imagined how he looked, a middle aged man wearing chinos and a crumpled 
business shirt creeping around in the sand dunes. His curly brown hair was bouncing out 
of the neat combed lines he had urged it into when wet that morning and his lined face 
could just as easily owe its weathered appearance to a life of crime as to twenty years of 
bushwalking in extreme Tasmanian weather. From his shirt pocket Hall took a card. 
“I’m a reporter,” he said. She didn’t take the card. They watched each other over the 
blowing yellow grasses. “In any case, what kind of weirdo approaches a strange man in 
the dunes where a murdered body was found?” 
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“Who do you work for? You don’t look like a reporter. Is that your car?” 
They both looked up at the Holden, its big round headlights watching them from the 
top of the dune. 
“My other car is a Ferrari,” Hall said. 
“Let me see that.” 
“It’s worn out,” she fingered the curling edges of his business card. “You sure you 
didn’t pick this up somewhere?” 
He didn’t answer. 
“The Tassie Voice.” Her laugh was prettier than she was. “I guess if you were making 
it up you’d have a card from The Australian or something.” 
“Of course. Who would pretend they worked at The Voice, right?” Hall turned to 
leave. 
“You looking for clues? Speak to Jane Taylor at the guesthouse. That’s where the dead 
woman was staying.” 
“I know.”  
“You planning to interview the person who found the body? I’ll answer all your 
questions if you give me a lift up the hill.” 
In the passenger seat she sat sideways, watching him drive. She said her name was 
Sarah and she drilled him with questions without any self-consciousness. Who had he 
interviewed? What did the police think? Was there a suspect? Hall wasn’t used to driving 
on the gravel and couldn’t think to answer her properly.  
“Who do you think did it?” he asked. 
“As much idea as I have of what happened to Chloe Crawford. None.” 
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“Usually in small communities like this, people don’t ask who the murderer is; they 
simply say who they think the murderer is.” 
“I honestly do not know. It was brutal. I don’t think anyone around here is capable of 
that.” 
Hall slowed as he drove past a crowd milling in a clearing beside the beach. They 
were mainly civilians, but he noticed a couple of men wearing orange and white vests, 
the uniform of State Emergency Service’s volunteers. The police, assisted by a dozen 
SES volunteers, had conducted their official line search yesterday and found nothing. 
Today there was no designated crime scene, the tape had been removed. There was no 
point trying to indefinitely preserve an exposed area. 
“Tell me, are they locals who are conducting their own line search?” Hall asked. 
“You got it. Everyone’s really upset. They all want to try and help.” 
“You’re not joining them?” 
“I’ve had a look.” 
“Find anything?” 
She shook her head. “Neither will they. There’s been two high tides since Anja 
Traugott washed in. Nothing stays still on the beach.” 
The road was curving when Hall felt the wheels slide. He wasn’t driving fast, maybe 
forty kilometres an hour, but the gravel corrugations offered no grip. They skated past 
blurry brush and paper barks. The Holden slid sideways on the ruts and Hall gripped the 
wheel, trying unsuccessfully to aim the car towards the middle of the road. He shouted 
helplessly. His car was veering off the road. It wouldn’t stop. It was going to crash. 
“Take your foot off the brake, mate,” Sarah said.  
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He lifted his foot and the car lunged forward. The wheels responded to his steering. 
They bounced down the middle of the road. Hall felt sick in his guts. He swore, then 
apologised for doing so. 
“It’s slippery,” Hall’s knuckles were white from clenching the wheel. 
“The faster you go, the safer you are, you see. More grip.” 
“Right.”  
At the top of the hill, where the view of the ocean was unencumbered in either 
direction, she pointed at a small fibro shack. Pink geraniums grew through the fence and 
the concrete tank was painted in a bright mural of sea creatures.  
Sarah waved as he urged the standard-H gear stick into first. Damn that stupid corner. 
She was nice. Not all done up and fake like the women he drank with at Launceston’s 
various happy hours. He honked a couple of times as he drove away and immediately 
regretted it. If his embarrassing driving hadn’t blown it, the horn honking would for sure. 
Driving back to check out the emu parade he considered her advice about driving 
faster. But the road was sandy in parts and he let the Holden roll along at twenty 
kilometres an hour, his hands clenching the wheel and his head craned forward like 
someone’s grandmother. 
* 
Sarah’s words resounded in Hall’s head. Nothing stays still on the beach. She was right. 
The emu parade had walked the length of the beach twice and found nothing. What was 
more interesting were the people volunteering their time. It was likely one of them was 
the murderer. It was likely to be a man, given the violent nature of the dead woman’s 
injuries. He watched everyone but approached no one. He wondered if the murderer 
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would seek him out. In case of this, he wore his media lanyard and made a show of 
jotting things down in his notebook, so it would be clear to everyone that he was a 
reporter.  
Three males spoke to Hall of their own accord. John Avery owned a shack and had 
written a book on the history of the area which he offered to lend to Hall. Don Gunn, who 
wore an SES volunteer uniform, had assisted with the police line search yesterday. He ran 
the shop near the boat ramp. He took his boat out every morning at six to check the 
craypots and Hall was welcome to come if he wanted to view the coast from the sea. The 
third person was a youth who pointed out an almost invisible speck on the horizon which 
he said was one of the racing yachts from the Sydney to Hobart. None of them seemed 
like murderers. 
Later that afternoon Hall called the police, right before he filed. Lucky he did. A 
canvas beach bag had been found near a rock pool located at the southern end of the 
beach. It contained Anja Traugott’s wallet, a booklet issued by the Tasmanian Wilderness 
Society outlining how to treat poisonous snake and spider bites, a hairbrush, sunscreen 
and a digital camera. The wallet contained money, so she had not been robbed. There 
wasn’t time to do anything more than type it up and file it. 
* 
Work was on Hall’s mind as he shaved with cold water in the yellow tiled bathroom at 
the guesthouse. He dried his face on a stubbly towel. Twice it slipped off the towel rail 
when he tried to hang it up and he tossed it into the sink in frustration. He was worried 
about the story he had just filed. His 300-word update on the discovery of Anja 
Traugott’s beach bag was padded out with a vox pop of local residents describing how 
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the murder and missing person investigation was impacting on their lives. As he put on a 
clean shirt he considered whether it was sensational enough to satiate the editor. The 
thing was, if you had to ask yourself that question, you knew the answer.  
He closed the bedroom door behind him. A broom whisked the wooden boards on the 
deck outside. It was the only sound in the late afternoon stillness.  
“I’m going to the Abalone Bake,” he called. 
He didn’t notice the leather handbag on the table until after he spoke. 
“I might as well show my face,” Jane leaned the broom against the wall. She wore an 
ironed black blouse tucked into her tight jeans and a slick of coral lipstick on her lips.  
“I don’t usually bother with these things,” she told him as they walked down the hill, 
her fluttering fingers tracing her bag’s worn leather. “Not my cup of tea.” 
They paused at the edge of the park. On the silvery beach beyond children were 
playing cricket. Hall breathed in the tepid sea air. It was laced with the salty, garlic aroma 
of barbecuing seafood. Comfortable laughter and conversations drifted up. He quickly 
counted around thirty people, lounging in deck chairs, cross legged on picnic rugs or 
standing sloshing ice in plastic cups. Their curiosity was shameless. He could imagine 
what they were thinking as they stared at the woman in her cowboy boots and lipstick and 
the freshly showered journalist beside her. Hall tried to look friendly. 
Jane dug her elbow into his waist. “Watch out, you’ll be the news yourself tomorrow. 
You and me both.” 
* 
Hall had a good memory for names. He recognised most of the people from the emu 
parade and the door knock he had done immediately after it. John Avery and his wife 
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Felicity, or Flip as she had insisted; Simone (she pronounced it Sim-mon) was the blonde 
American woman who had given him a glass of freshly squeezed orange juice when he 
knocked on the door of her holiday house; Donald was the quiet bald man and Pamela, 
who had invited Hall to the Abalone Bake, was his attractive wife. 
Pamela waved. Carrying two plates she marched over, shaking her blonde bob out 
from behind her ears.  
“Flip is collecting the money,” Pamela’s gold bracelets jingled. “It’s seven dollars a 
plate. I already paid for yours Hall.” 
On the plastic plate she handed Hall was a pile of what looked like hot moist shreds of 
curly leather and a slice of lemon. 
“I won’t have any thanks Pamela,” Jane rummaged in her handbag  
“You’re funny, Jane,” Pamela said. “Coming to our Abalone Bake and not eating.” 
“I didn’t say I wasn’t eating. I’ll have a sausage. Just not that. It’s disgusting.” Jane 
strode down the slope, an unlit cigarette between her fingers. 
“She’s had a hard life,” Pamela told Hall. “I’m always a little bit careful what I say 
when I speak to Jane. She upsets easily.” 
Through introductions and small talk, Pamela’s hand remained firmly on Hall’s arm 
and her cushiony breast kept bumping against him. She did most of the talking while he 
nodded, chewing and chewing a strip of abalone. It was gristlier than the toughest 
calamari he had ever eaten. 
“Wash it down, mate,” John pushed a glass of red wine into Hall’s hand and smiled 
with porcelain veneers that were too white for his softening face. “Did you learn anything 
today?” 
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Hall was aware people were waiting for his response. He shrugged in a non-committal 
way and sipped the wine.  
“I wonder if the murderer is here now?” said the young guy who had pointed out the 
boats to Hall at the emu parade. 
“That’s not funny Sam,” Pamela said. “Don’t even joke about it.” 
“Defensive, Pamela,” Sam said. “What are you hiding?” 
“Don’t be ridiculous,” Pamela said bridling. 
For a moment Pamela reminded Hall of Laura’s supervisor at the town library, a 
farmer’s wife who wore pearls and often took offence to harmless banter. Hall had tried 
to avoid her whenever Laura had dragged him along to events that required partners. 
“Forget the murder for a moment. We think you should do a story on Erica,” Flip said. 
Hall looked from Flip to Pamela. They wore similar pastel coloured shirts with the 
collars turned up, and gold fob chains. Even their hair was cut in similar shoulder length 
styles. It was interesting considering how ratty the shacks around here were, the people 
who owned them appeared well off, compared to most Tasmanians. Their cars were new 
models, BMWs and expensive four wheel drives, and most of the yards contained boats 
or jet skis. Pamela’s husband Don wore a Rolex, although it could have been a fake for 
all Hall knew. 
Hall tried to keep his tone cordial. “Who is Erica?” 
“My youngest daughter. She makes greeting cards. Pammy’s nearly sold out in the 
shop… wait there, I’ll get her.” 
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“It’s okay.” Hall had often wished for a dollar for every ridiculous story idea 
suggested to him. The less likely the idea would become a story, the more insistent the 
person was. 
“Flip, you’re so boring. The story The Voice needs is Sam’s.” Pamela paused in 
arranging the sauce bottles and beer cans which were stopping the table cloth from 
blowing away. “He wrote a letter, put it in a bottle and threw it out the front here and it 
landed in New Zealand. A girl his age wrote back to him.” 
“It’s stupid,” Sam said. 
“Great.” The punters loved stories like that. Hall wanted to ask for more information 
when someone’s Labradoodle thrust its nose into his crotch. It could probably smell his 
cat. He pushed it away, as gently as possible. He was not a dog person.  
“Henry. Scoot.” Pamela shooed the dog away. “Tie him up Flip. Now Hall. Let me 
know if there is anything else I can tell you.” 
“Pammy knows everything about everyone,” Don called. 
Pamela swatted him. “Watch out or I’ll tell him all your secrets, darling.” 
* 
Metal tapped against glass. John Avery cleared his throat; some people were still talking. 
“Quiet, children,” called Pamela and the chatter subsided.  
Obviously very comfortable in front of a crowd, John spoke about the tradition of the 
Abalone Bake and the importance of getting everyone together. He spoke with the precise 
enunciation of a private-school educated man. Behind him, Jane slipped into the shadows 
along the edge of the park and lit a cigarette. She didn’t speak to anyone. He could 
venture over, make some small talk. He always felt sorry for people who were nervous in 
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crowds. But tough luck tonight. He was here to work, not chaperone misfits to 
community functions. Hall focused on what John was saying. 
“We love this place. I’ve been coming here every summer since I bought my block 27 
years ago, you see. Eight thousand dollars.” John lifted his glass and red wine splashed 
onto the grass. “Worth a bit more than that now. We all are.” 
“John,” Flip cautioned. 
“We all feel the same. What has happened here breaks my heart and I know it breaks 
the heart of everyone standing before me.” He poured himself more wine, took a sip and 
added, “I don’t know what happened to Chloe Crawford and I don’t know what happened 
to the Swiss woman, Anja… Anja.” 
“Traugott,” called Pamela. 
Anja Traugott, an unlikely name for Tasmanians to pronounce. Soon everyone would 
know her name. Chloe Crawford was a name that sparked discussion in any pub across 
the state. Everyone had an opinion. Some thought the teenager from the west coast had 
staged her own disappearance and run off with a boyfriend. Hall understood her family 
was deeply religious so this was likely. Others surmised she had been raped and filmed 
for pornographic purposes and her body buried on one of the remote and impenetrable 
bush blocks owned by one of the local outlaw motorbike clubs. A few thought she had 
fallen into a mine shaft while bushwalking. Everyone had a theory but no one knew for 
sure. Despite a massive search, not one of her personal belongings had been recovered, 
not her surfboard nor any of her clothing. She had one bank account with the 
Commonwealth bank and it had not been touched. Uncertainty fuelled speculation. Hall 
didn’t know which story he believed; all he knew was that it made good newspaper copy. 
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“I don’t know what happened to Chloe Crawford and I can’t explain why Anja 
Traugott was murdered,” John repeated. 
“Serial sex offender,” Pamela muttered loudly enough for everyone to hear. 
Don put a hand on Pamela’s arm which she shook off. 
“Don’t shush me, Donald,” she said.  
As John continued Hall noticed Sarah for the first time that evening. She was sitting 
on a picnic table, drinking beer out of a bottle and peeling off the label. When she saw 
Hall looking she rolled her eyes. She was laughing at everyone. He wasn’t sure if she was 
laughing at him too so he just nodded and looked away. 
At the beginning of his speech, John had made good eye contact with everyone. Now 
he was kept glancing over the top of the crowd, his gaze returning to his audience briefly 
before being drawn back to something on the rocks. Hall turned to see the distraction and 
realised many others were doing the same. The fading light made it hard to clearly see the 
hunched figure causing the murmuring. Against the grey ocean, Hall could make out 
what looked like an old man holding a stick. A woman’s voice rose above the whispers, 
“He makes my skin crawl.” 
“Boo!” Sam said, right in Hall’s ear, heavily, so his breath was hot on Hall’s neck.  
Hall didn’t have a chance to tell him to back off. From that point, everything happened 
quickly. 
Dogs barked, women screamed and everyone scattered. The Labradoodle was flat on 
its back, a black dingo-like dog snarled on top of it. The cause of the trouble, a plate of 
barbecued meat, was upturned on the grass. As the dogs fought someone stepped closer 
to break it up but the black dog lunged, a chain attached to its neck swishing across the 
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ground. The man jumped back. The black dog dove onto the plate, grovelling over the 
sausage and seafood. The Labradoodle barked and the black dog lunged, biting its neck 
and everyone screamed. 
“Do something, Donald!” Pamela handed Don a heavy metal barbecue spatula.  
“No,” Jane shouted as Don belted the black dog.  
He belted the animal’s back several times with the metal instrument. It made a hollow 
whack and pierced the skin. Blood spurted across black fur and the dog cried. 
“Enough, you piece of shit,” Jane scruffed the dog’s neck. 
“Control your animal,” Pamela yelled. 
“Who do you think you are?” Jane yelled over her shoulder as she dragged her 
whimpering animal out of the park. 
Don looked confused, standing there holding the spatula with his mouth open as 
though he didn’t know what he was doing. Everyone slunk away and Pamela turned on 
her husband. 
“What were you thinking, Donald?” 
“You gave me the bloody spatula.” 
“That was psychotic. She’ll press charges.” 
“Shut up. Just shut up.”  
Jane let the dog go as they walked up the hill. It trotted along by her side, its tail down. 
Her handbag slapped against her leg, forgotten. From the rocks Roger Coker watched the 
spoiled gathering. The man was motionlessness, as much a fixture on the landscape as the 
granite boulders and scraggly banksias. 
* 
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“They’re a bunch of dickheads, if you haven’t worked it out yet,” Sarah pressed a beer 
into Hall’s hand. It was fresh from the esky and cold water trickled down his arm.  
“Is that right?” She didn’t seem to care if anyone heard her. 
“They’re mad; there is a group of them going round telling everyone not to swim in 
the lagoon. They think it’s too close to Roger Coker’s house, and it’s hidden from the 
road, so therefore they deduct that’s a possible murder site.” 
Hall laughed, although he could see she was partly serious. “Are you okay?” 
“Fine. Why?” 
“Some people get post-traumatic stress disorder after seeing what you saw.” 
“I’m not as fragile as I look.” She tilted her head back and finished the last of her beer. 
“Want another?” 
They watched the park empty. The dog fight had ruined the mood. Standing with 
Sarah in the long twilight’s soothing haze, Hall did not want to return to his empty room. 
As though she could read his thoughts, she suggested they take a night cap down to the 
water’s edge.  
“And then I’ll walk you home,” she said. “It’s not safe to walk alone in these parts. 
Too dangerous.” 
“Very kind of you.” 
She winked, revealing a dimple in her cheek. His confidence had diminished since he 
turned forty. These days it took a dozen games of pool, sixty bucks worth of bourbon and 
Coke and the Batman Faulkner Inn’s jukebox had to be playing the right kind of song for 
him to muster the courage to leave with a girl. He always went to their place and he never 
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brought them home. Somehow, as pointless as it was to think this, it felt a betrayal of 
Laura to bring another female into what had been their bed.  
Right now Hall was far too sober to consider having sex with anyone. He liked the 
straight talking country girl sitting next to him and common sense told him to say 
goodnight. Cut his losses before he made a fool of himself.  
It was the wink that made him stay. Ordinarily he didn’t appreciate being winked at. 
Politicians and loud joking men liked to wink and Hall detested how he always reacted in 
a falsely conspiratorial way. But Sarah’s wink did not annoy him. 
* 
It was hard to tell how late it was. Ocean sky was brighter than in the city. There was a 
chance it was almost midnight; the sun did not set until nine o’clock and it wasn’t dark 
until an hour after that. The grass, rocks and sea were the same hazy colour. Hall looked 
over the ocean, drinking Sarah’s beer as he listened to shapeless waves rolling. He 
couldn’t tell if Sarah was drunk, her speech was clear and she was steering the 
conversation. Earlier she had told him that men found her intimidating. Now she was 
saying she would make a good mistress and he remembered the wink. 
In his bedroom he opened the curtain to let the moonlight in, and slid the window open 
so they could hear the waves crashing below. As long as he had had at least six drinks he 
had the confidence to know what women liked. Anything less and he found himself 
walking home alone to open a bottle of red wine and switch on the television. Tonight he 
had drunk more than enough. He sat beside her on the bed and began his routine. It 
started with soft kisses on her cheek and neck, his fingers gently tugging the ends of her 
hair. The second stage involved the removal of clothing and this he did gently too, one 
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button at a time, one garment at a time. Sarah was wearing a flannelette shirt with the 
pocket ripped off. Underneath her skin glowed in the soft light. She was beautiful and he 
told her so. 
“You don’t have to talk me into anything.” She pulled him onto her. 
Hall tried to remember the things that women liked but Sarah’s exuberance made him 
forget. The bed was old and rocked against the wall. It was loud. He thought about 
making a joke about it but she was ignoring the noise. In the silent guesthouse the 
banging of hard wood on plywood was excruciating. He couldn’t believe that he was 
thinking about Jane Taylor right now but the guest house owner would have to be deaf 
not to wake up to the racket. He braced the bed head with his hand until Sarah was still. 
In the morning he boiled water on the gas stove for coffee. Sarah watched the ocean 
with her back to him.  
“Such a contrast of colour,” he said. “Those reddish granite boulders and the ocean. 
Makes you want to run down and jump right in.” 
“Yeah.” 
“Maybe not. It’s always colder than it looks.” 
“Yes.” 
He tried a different topic. “I heard there were middens in the area, where are they?” 
“Don’t ask me. That’s a can of worms.” 
He couldn’t recall much of what they had talked about last night. He remembered 
swaying up the road and trying to scare each other with tales of serial killers. He 
remembered standing outside the guest house contemplating inviting her in for a cup of 
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tea when she grabbed his hand and led him up the ramp. The floor creaked with each 
careful step and he put a hand over her mouth to muffle her giggles. 
While he waited for the kettle to boil he read the signs on display. The sign above the 
sink said Wash, Dry and Put Away Your Dishes. The signs on the fridge said Name Your 
Food and Complimentary Milk in Door Is For Tea and Coffee Only. There was no sign 
outlining Jane’s policy on unofficial guests. He was relieved when he heard the wheels of 
the guesthouse Land Cruiser wheels skidding across damp grass as Jane left to meet the 
bus from town.  
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Chapter 4 
 
High sun filled the shack with a light so bright it hurt Sarah’s eyes as soon as she 
removed her sunglasses after arriving home from the guesthouse. She forced a casual 
greeting, hoping they would assume she had been out fishing.  
“Catch anything?” Her father didn’t look up from his muesli. 
“It’s too early to tell,” Erica said. 
Sarah ignored her and poured herself some tea.  
On the counter beside the Weetbix box the newspaper was open. The headline 
announced Murder in Paradise. Below it was a half page colour picture of Honeymoon 
Bay, obviously borrowed from the newspaper’s travel archive. It showed the tear drop-
shaped cove on an aquamarine, breezeless, waveless day. But The Voice was such a rag; 
it wasn’t even the right beach. Honeymoon Bay was three or four beaches around the 
coast from where the body was found. The tiny photograph of Anja Traugott was 
unflattering, she wasn’t smiling, yet the Swiss woman still looked pretty. Sarah stared 
into the newsprint face. Her bowel contracted. She winced, the pain was worse than was 
warranted by the alcohol she had drunk. God, what was wrong with her? 
And there was his name. Hall Flynn, the journalist she wished she hadn’t met. It was 
late when she arrived at the Abalone Bake and she had drunk several bottles of beer 
quickly, watching as everyone clamoured around Hall. How bored they must be with 
each other, she remembered thinking. But she was no different. A few drinks and an 
aversion to a ridiculously jolly walk home with Mum and Dad was all it took. Company 
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was all she had desired, not sex with a middle-aged man she had only just met. He was 
probably married, for all she knew.  
At least she hadn’t spent another night lying in bed, staring into the darkness, 
regretting things that were impossible to change. She started reading the article. 
The language was dangerous. Hall Flynn used words such as mutilated, autopsy and 
massive manhunt. Emotive phrases such as frenzied attack and second woman to go 
missing prompted Sarah to swear quietly. Hall Flynn had interviewed Jane Taylor. 
“We’re in shock. Who walks onto a beach, kills someone, and walks off?” Jane was 
quoted as saying. 
The next words Sarah read caused bile to rush up the back of her throat. She 
swallowed. A bag had been found near the rock pool. A canvas striped bag. The article 
did not specify the colour but Sarah knew it would have red and white stripes. She had 
seen the bag when she spoke to Anja in the guesthouse.  
“What does it say?” Erica leaned over Sarah’s shoulder. 
“You can have it when I’m finished,” Sarah put her hands over the page. It was a 
childish gesture but she wanted to read the article alone. 
Chloe Crawford’s family had refused to comment. Sarah wondered how Hall had 
approached that conversation. Not an easy interview. The parents were from Zeehan, a 
mining ghost town on the west coast. They had remained in the decrepit fishing cottage 
which they were renting for three months, only leaving when their money ran out. Pamela 
said they had walked every beach, hiked around the back of the lagoon, visited all the old 
mine shafts searching for signs of their daughter. Twice a day the father drove the road 
where Chloe had cycled the morning before she disappeared. Together they stood on the 
 
Kelp 73 
beach where she might have died, gazing out to sea. They didn’t make any friends; 
Pamela thought they blamed the community for losing their daughter. She said after 
having met them, she wouldn’t have blamed the daughter for running away. Bible 
bashers, she described them. They left without saying goodbye, without knowing what 
happened to their daughter. 
Sarah frowned at the newspaper. “That’s annoying. It doesn’t say anything about how 
it happened. Or how long she was in the sea. She could have been thrown off a boat 
twenty nautical miles out to sea, the current runs strong enough to drag her back in.” 
“No one would hear your screams out there,” Erica was studying her reflection in the 
mirror and she did not look up. 
“Maybe she wasn’t even murdered. Maybe her injuries were from shark bite. If she 
was walking around to the rock pool, she could have slipped in.” 
“Several sharks, from your description of the corpse.” 
“The kelp is so thick around those rocks it would be very difficult to climb out. Swiss 
people can’t swim. I would struggle to swim back to the beach from there. You wouldn’t 
make it.” 
“Whatever. The woman was raped. By a violent psychopath who hates women; that’s 
what everyone is saying.” 
“Pamela’s not everyone.” 
“They found her wallet. He wasn’t after that. Unless he was disturbed while he was on 
the job. But you’d think if someone was close enough to disturb them, they would have 
heard something.” 
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Sarah stared at her sister, who was still staring into the mirror. It was an old mirror, 
bordered with shells which Erica had glued onto it one long ago winter’s afternoon.  
Although Erica’s comments were not baseless, her attitude was flippant. Yesterday she 
had vowed not to walk on the beach alone until the killer was caught. Sarah flicked her 
bath towel around her neck, harder than was necessary. This wasn’t an Agatha Christie 
plot, something that could be solved by puzzling over the breakfast table. 
Maybe if Erica had have seen the body and could still smell the stench of 
decomposing human flesh, she would shut up about it. Like the smell of rotten prawns or 
the urine soaked lane behind the Pineapple Hotel, death’s scent lingered in Sarah’s 
nostrils and the back of her throat.  
Erica didn’t know the full story. No one knew that Sarah had known the rock pool was 
foul with fish waste that day. It didn’t change anything and they didn’t need to know. 
Sarah pressed her forehead against the salt streaked window, the glass warm on her 
skin. There was no wind and waves were breaking neatly on the beach. Sufficient swell 
curled across the reef beyond the point; there might be something biting out there.  
As she watched a solitary figure in a green army jacket threw a line off the rocks. You 
had to watch him carefully to see if he was getting anything, he moved each fish from his 
line to his bucket without his usual jerkiness. Most people watching Roger fish would 
think he had caught nothing; Sarah knew this was exactly what he intended. 
A towel collapsed over Sarah’s head. A pair of hands slammed her shoulders. She 
jolted and gasped. 
“Did I scare you?” It was Erica. 
“That’s not funny,” Sarah was furious. 
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“Sorry.” 
“Bring back the serial killer.” Sarah kicked the chair out from under her so it 
screeched on the lino. “I’m going for a shower.” 
“No showers please,” John called as Sarah headed for the bathroom. “The tank’s only 
a quarter full.”  
* 
Sarah went to the beach to bathe. Cold water temporarily relieved unwanted thoughts. 
Underneath, coolness eased the throbbing in her head, and washed away the alcohol’s 
clamminess and the limpid softness of a stranger’s fingers on her body. 
She had barely spoken to Hall when they went back to the guest house last night. He 
had tried to talk to her; she had focused on the job. She didn’t like talking in bed. Jake 
was the same. It was one thing they did well together, especially if he was sober. He was 
fit and could do it several times in a night. They did it anywhere. Once they did it on the 
ground next to the vegetable patch she was building. Far beyond the mango tree’s 
luscious canopy, the cloudless sky was enormous. Pungent smells of decomposing garden 
beds and Johnson’s Top Soil Mix gave her a physical sexual memory which remained 
impossible to erase. Damn it. She was as useless as any bloke she knew. Given the 
chance she would sleep with Jake again, despite everything. The knowledge made her 
angry. 
She forced herself to swim. Slicing through the water, she took long deep breaths and 
focused on her stroke until it physically hurt. When she stopped she was about 800 
metres away from the beach. Behind the break, where sharks and unpredictable currents 
made others afraid to swim, the solitude was therapeutic. Ocean breezes flicked shouts 
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from the beach upwards in pleasing distant puffs, as inconsequential as the faraway 
squawks of seagulls.  
At the base of the granite headland was the cove where Anja Traugott had sunbathed 
topless in the days before she died. Stubbly green bushes protected a tiny patch of white 
lapped by blue. Anja had folded a white t-shirt over her eyes and dozed. Breasts bare and 
open palms facing the sun, she wore nothing but the polka dot bikini bottoms that were 
on her corpse. Everyone knew this because Don, walking the beach on his chiropractor’s 
orders, had almost tripped over her. Pamela had told the story again last night. 
“He was so embarrassed. You can just imagine Donald trying to sneak away, so big 
and clumsy.” 
Flip and Erica had laughed. Don, listening to John listing the inconsistencies with the 
Break O’Day Council’s development approval process, pretended not to hear. Pamela 
had gleaned a lot of information from someone who had apparently seen nothing more 
than a glimpse of a topless woman, but no one commented on this. The conversation had 
turned to the pressing concern of melanoma risk. 
“I’ve always said, Europeans have no clue about the hole in the ozone layer. Everyone 
sunbathes nude in Europe – I always did as a girl during vacations in the Mediterranean– 
but it just isn’t safe this far south,” Pamela had said. 
Sarah swam toward the cove. She lay against a rock which, under the midday sun, was 
almost too warm. Disjointed, uncontrollable images swam blindly through her head: 
Jake’s angry voice shouting across the Pineapple Hotel pool table, waking up in the sand 
dunes on Boxing Day, Jake’s flatmate slamming the door in her face when she went 
looking for him, her own loud voice opining to Hall last night. Stuff it. You couldn’t 
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change the past. And she had tried to speak to Sam on the beach the other day. Not her 
fault he was emotional.  
Eyes closed, she dug her nails into the lichen until they were gritty with sand. She 
swallowed and swallowed again, searching for something else to think about. There was 
a collection of shells in the shack, gathered years ago on long walks around the national 
park’s empty beaches and rocky points. She tried to remember each one, visualising the 
milky surfaces and brownish corrugations until her mind stopped racing. Cuttlefish, pen 
mussel, fan mussel, cone shell, angel’s wing, bubble shell, lantern shell, milk stone, 
Venus shell, sponge finger; each appeared briefly in her mind. 
Soothed by the silent recitation, Sarah pushed herself off the rock, ignoring the flecks 
of lichen and sand stuck to her. She peeled down her one-piece and inspected her body. 
Ugly stretch marks clawed her breasts. They were a reminder of the summer she gained 
weight after breaking her ankle on slippery rocks, not far from here. Her abdominals were 
hard and white. She lay down on the sand, her abs taking her weight. She took pleasure in 
their strength.  
Above the beach, the row of shacks hobbled along the hill blurred between the bright 
sunshine and acres of blue sky. Was anyone watching? Everyone owned a pair of 
binoculars to spot wild-life. Dolphins followed the waves close to the beach, molly 
hawks swooped over dark shadows of mullet schools moving through the shallows and, 
twice a year, pods of whales passed. Any movement on the quiet beach was enough to 
raise people from their armchairs; a lone surfer or a few guys towing each other in a 
donut suspended behind their tinny was sufficient. A couple of shacks had telescopes 
installed on their decks, sweeping metal barrels that could see sailors moving on the deck 
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of a Sydney to Hobart yacht on the horizon. Sarah turned her palms upwards, the sun hot 
on her chest, her toes buried in warm sand. 
* 
It was funny how people looked so different in day-light. Hall’s long sideburns and 
aviator sunglasses had seemed like a stylish retro nod last night; today the bristly 
sideburns looked unkempt and the plastic glasses cheap. His business shirt was un-ironed, 
his trousers too long and the bottoms frayed and dirty where he had trod on them. He had 
more freckles than she remembered, and more grey in his reddish hair, which was damp. 
She was close enough to smell the citric sweetness of his shampoo. He wanted to know 
where she was going. 
“Nowhere. Just to the boat ramp. Dad and Erica were checking their craypots.” 
He slapped his hand on the roof of the vehicle and told her to get in. She hesitated. In 
the cow paddock behind his car bunches of fraying yellow rye grass swayed above dusty 
clumps of uprooted turnips. 
“What’s the matter? Are you feeling bad for taking advantage of me?” Hall’s deep, 
undulating voice reminded her of the announcer on Eumundi Classical FM. “It’s okay. 
I’m not holding it against you.” 
He took off his glasses and his green eyes fixed on her. Sarah forced a chirpy laugh. 
“Judging by how hung over I was this morning, I think it was the other way round.” 
“I’ve had a day’s practice driving on the gravel now, if you’re worried about that.” 
It would be rude to decline his offer of a lift but she didn’t want to go with him. 
Despite the previous night’s intimacy he was a stranger to her. He was waiting for her to 
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do or say something. If he was just trying to be nice for the sake of it, he could save his 
breath. She wouldn’t be offended.  
“Well, if you don’t need a lift…” 
“No,” she said. She was surprised to feel sorry for him. “Oh, what the heck. Follow 
the road.” 
She had not noticed how dirty his car was the other day. Loose newspaper pages and 
three used coffee mugs cluttered the floor, clothes were strewn across the back seat and 
something heavy and metallic shifted back and forth in the boot as the car bounced on the 
corrugated road. She smelt engine oil and dust. The edge of the bench seat sank away and 
she kept sliding towards the door. Head aching, she braced one hand on the door’s arm 
rest and busied herself with sipping the discoloured tank water in her water bottle. Damn, 
he was driving slowly. 
Words to fill the few minutes it took to drive to the boat ramp evaded Sarah. Usually 
the conversation after the night before came easily to her. Flirty small talk over a final 
beer and a cigarette as she waited in pale new light for one of the town’s three taxis, 
making plans she wouldn’t keep. If a man drinking in the Pineapple Hotel’s public bar 
wasn’t married you could bet your last buck he was either a sugar cane labourer, a fruit 
picker or worked at the Eumundi Barramundi Farm. Sarah would know. She wasn’t 
proud of this but didn’t care either. When you called the shots you knew where you 
stood.  
Hall indicated to go around a bend in the road. He took driving seriously, sitting 
upright and watching the road with his hands in the ten-and-two position. Occasionally he 
glanced out his window but only for a second. She felt like she was a teenager being 
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driven home from a party by her father. It was very different to being in the car with Jake 
who, in the six months she had known him, hadn’t left his ute outside the pub once. He 
nearly wrote it off many times. One night they were fighting about something and the ute 
swerved off the road and wiped out someone’s tin can letterbox. It got caught on the front 
bumper and clanged all the way home. Gees, they had laughed. 
“Abalone Bake park,” Hall said as they drove past the sunburnt patch of grass next to 
the shop. 
“Mmm,” she said.  
She remembered most of the night, more than she wanted to if she was honest about it. 
A swollen half moon had cast a thick white path of light across the black sea as they sat 
on the rocks and drank the last of Hall’s beers. Behind them the abalone bake wound up 
and people drifted away into the night. Clean salty ocean air blew away the smells of 
frying garlic and seafood. Waves they couldn’t see gushed and frothed on the rocks, and 
at some point they sat in a way that their bodies were touching. 
Meandering up the slippery gravel road Hall and Sarah had joked about the murder 
case and tried to hold each other upright. Neither had mentioned the thing they both knew 
was about to happen. Between sheets softened from constant washing she had straddled 
him, pinning his shoulders and arms and hips to the hard mattress with a forcefulness that 
now made her cringe. The most embarrassing bit was when she pressed her mouth on his 
neck, drunkenly tugging at the softness under his jaw, and he had pushed her away. 
In the morning she had woken up surprised to find herself squinting in the strange pre-
dawn light coming through the guesthouse window. Hall was awake, tapping on a laptop. 
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Her mouth felt like the bottom of a cocky cage. She needed to use the bathroom. If only 
she was at home. 
Through the thin walls Sarah could hear someone walking around, the hollow sound 
of a door opening and closing. Jane Taylor would raise her pencil eyebrows in surprise if 
Sarah came out of the bedroom with Hall. It was out of the question to explain to Hall 
that this wasn’t the first time she had been an unofficial guest there. He watched as she 
searched for her underwear at the bottom of the bed, only turning away as she pulled her 
pants on. On the floor was the unmistakable silver square of a condom wrapper, torn in 
half.  
Thinking about this in the confined space of the car Sarah tried to breathe inaudibly. 
She couldn’t bring herself to check if there was a mark on Hall’s neck. His hands on the 
steering were the closest she could come to looking at him. Patches of rust-coloured hair, 
some of it grey, grew on his knuckles and his fingernails were longer than hers. She took 
another little sip of water and wished he would drive faster. 
* 
Tasmanian cray fishing laws stated that each person holding a license had to be present 
when their pot was pulled. It was supposed to stop overfishing; a person couldn’t drop six 
pots each day on behalf of absent friends.  
In the boat motoring towards the broken concrete boat ramp, Sarah counted four 
heads. She was in no doubt they had cleared five pots. She crossed her arms. She 
wouldn’t say anything. Don knew how she felt about illegal fishing. They’d had the 
conversation more than once.  
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Hall stood beside her with the wide legged gait of a farmer, his shoulders broad above 
stringy hips. He took a couple of photos. There wasn’t much to photograph; submerged 
kelp-covered rocks prevented a pure reflection of the sky and the water looked dirty. 
Several silver tinnies bobbed hard on tight little waves, baying at the ropes leashing them 
to cables drilled into the rocks on either side of the bay.  
As the boat got closer she recognised Erica perched on the bow, waving with her 
whole arm. Behind her was Sam Seabourne. He didn’t wave.  
Don cut the engine and Erica jumped off the side, landing in thigh deep water. Wash 
sprayed over her as she guided the boat through the shallows. It looked like fun.  
“Good catch,” Erica shouted.  
Sarah didn’t react. 
“Thirteen,” Erica said. “We would have had more but an octopus got into Pamela’s 
pot. Nothing left but two heads.” 
“That always happens to Pammy,” Don grinned. “You should put out your pot, 
Sarah.” 
“I’m right.” The thought of being in a boat and making cheery conversation with the 
lot of them was abhorrent. She preferred to fish alone. 
“I’ve told you I’m happy to put it out for you,” Don offered. 
“Where is Pamela?” Sarah asked, pretending to look around. No one answered. 
Sarah waded over to the boat and unravelled strands of weed coiled around the 
propeller, flicking the green ribbons into the breeze. It was beyond her why Don flaunted 
his readiness to break fishing laws in front of a journalist. He wasn’t stupid. He knew a 
lot about fish and was an astute businessman. Before they bought the shop he had sold 
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real estate; well enough that he and Pamela escaped Tasmanian winters to their Noosa 
beach house. 
From the bow of the boat, Sam was watching Erica. Her bikini pants were showing 
through her wet shorts. Sarah glanced at Hall, wondering if he had noticed too, but he 
was busy picking bindies out of his socks. 
* 
Don slid his empty trailer down the ramp with the ease of a man who had done it many 
times before. While he winched the boat onto the trailer, John approached Hall. It was 
discomforting watching her father talk to the man she had just had sex with. 
“I’ve written half a dozen letters to The Voice,” John said. “No reply. No attention is 
being paid to that abomination on the point. Who’s running that rag?” 
“I’m afraid I’m not up to date with the issue,” Hall said. “Not my area.” 
“They’ve painted it Mardi Gras purple. Stands out like cat’s balls. You can see it 
twenty knots out to sea. It doesn’t comply with the local environmental plan; that’s what 
makes me really angry.” 
“Let me think of the name of the guy you need to talk to.” 
“What’s the point? The Tassie Voice won’t publish real news.” 
Sarah felt herself deflate. She tried to catch her father’s eye. It was futile. If she did 
manage to make eye contact, he was just as likely to make a big deal out of it and ask her 
what she was trying to say. 
“Dad, admit your interest,” Sarah said. “He owns a block behind the massive new 
shack, so he’s not being completely honest.” 
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Black snake fast John whipped his head around. “You are missing the point. This is 
about preservation of local amenity. Corruption too. If that council isn’t corrupt, it’s 
stupid.” 
Sarah could hear herself in her father. She had even used the same expression when 
she was angry, accusing someone of not understanding, dismissing their interpretation of 
a situation. When Dad was riled, he didn’t listen to anyone. Hall didn’t acknowledge the 
rudeness. 
“You’re quite right, John,” he said. “And don’t get me started on the paper. I’ve been 
there 23 years and it’s not what it used to be.” 
* 
Inside the crayfish safe thirteen orange crustaceans writhed impotently, their muscular 
pincers tied with string. As everyone admired them Hall began a conversation with Sam. 
Sarah watched impotently as the situation got worse. It sounded like Hall was writing a 
story about Sam. Hall was a nice guy, he actually looked genuinely interested. He made 
plans to meet Sam the next day at the Seabourne’s shack. Her hands felt clammy and her 
stomach heaved. What was she doing here? 
* 
From the ground Don directed Sam on where to stow each piece of equipment in the 
boat, which was now parked beside the Ranger Rover. Sarah handed Don the map she 
had brought.  
“Show me Chloe Crawford’s movements the day she disappeared.” 
“Why are you asking me?” 
“You headed up one of the search parties, didn’t you?”  
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Don sighed. He didn’t want to look at the map. Reluctantly his plump index finger 
landed at the turn off to the lookout. He traced the dotted line as it curved around the 
back of the lagoon, past the old tip and across the two burned bridges, and back onto the 
graded gravel road that ran parallel to the beach where Anja Traugott was found.  
“Chloe rode her bicycle along here. Then she left it at the fishing cottage where her 
family was staying, and took her surfboard to the main beach,” Don said. 
Don tapped the main beach where Chloe had been heading with her surfboard. No one 
knew how far along the main beach she had gone, or even if she made it that far at all, 
and instead had avoided the pounding surf for the lagoon’s tranquil safety. 
“Why does it matter if she went up into the scrub, when she was last seen walking 
with her surfboard to the beach?” Sarah asked. 
“It was a beautiful day. Everyone was out. No one saw anyone they regarded as 
strange. Personally I think she was taken back up into the scrub. We don’t know.” 
One theory was that someone had encountered Chloe in the bush and followed her 
down. Wild duck hunters, guys doing target practise on beer cans at the old tip, people 
gathering firewood or picking wild flowers; there were various reasons why people 
ventured along the Old Road.  
“People saw her paddling the surfboard in the lagoon, didn’t they?”  
“There were lots of reports that were never confirmed. People thought they saw her, 
but weren’t sure. It was hot the day she went missing. Too hot. I got sunburnt looking for 
her.” 
Sarah stared at him. Chloe hadn’t been riding in the noon heat. The last time her 
parents saw her was well after lunch. The black-sand bush tracks would have been cool 
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under gum tree shadows. Chloe wasn’t reported missing until night. The first search party 
carried torches, their vehicles panning the thick bristly scrub with hopeless yellow beams. 
“Anyway, why are you asking me? Ask your boyfriend,” Don grinned.  
Either he was lying or remembering incorrectly. 
“Who’s your boyfriend?” Sam called down from the boat. He was shielding his face 
from the sun so she could not see his expression. She clutched the map to her chest. 
“I don’t have one.” 
* 
A Hilux truck towing a blue and white power boat approached. Bunghole. He leaned out 
his window and waggled his fingers in their direction. Don didn’t react. It was difficult to 
tell whether Don even saw Bunghole; his eyes were hidden behind reflective sunglasses 
and his thick red-skinned face immobile. 
“I heard you and Bunghole had words,” Sarah said. 
“Not really.” 
“Come on Don. Everyone heard you.” 
“The problem with Keith is he thinks he can do whatever he likes. He continually puts 
his pot too close to other peoples. He knows he’s doing the wrong thing.” 
The Hilux reversed. Bunghole swore as he accelerated too hard and the wheels spun in 
the sand. Hall pulled Sarah out of the way. She wasn’t about to be run over but it was a 
nice gesture. 
* 
Hall and Sarah stood in the dusty wake of Don’s trailer, seagulls squawking and circling 
the fish scraps on the beach.  
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“I was going to get an ice-cream,” Sarah heard herself say. “Want one?” 
In the shop Hall peered at the collection of greeting cards displayed between the 
newspaper stack and liquorice straps and the till. Each card had a photograph of a local 
scene glued to it. Sunsets, pristine white beaches, layers of shades of blue water; 
snapshots that fell short of being artistic. Some were supposed to be comical; crayfish 
wearing Christmas themed oven mitts or holding barbecue tongs. The words 
Photography by Erica Avery were printed on the back of each, along with the location or 
a description. Pamela sold them for five dollars each.  
“Those ones walk out the door,” Pamela arched an eyebrow as Hall picked up a 
crayfish card. “I know; they’re revolting. Don’t tell your sister I said that.” 
A chill puff of air rose from the freezer as Hall slid the lid open and chose a Gaytime. 
He didn’t make a joke about it either. 
“I can’t decide,” Sarah said and Hall closed the freezer lid. 
Condensation fogged the glass so she couldn’t see in. On the sign above the freezer, 
half the ice-creams were crossed out with thick black pen.  
 “I felt sick when Erica told me what Roger Coker said to you on the beach,” Pamela 
called to Sarah as she took Hall’s money. 
“What did she say?” Sarah selected a Magnum. 
“He said that you’re next, didn’t he? I wouldn’t pay too much attention to him but I 
hope you’ve told the police.” 
“It wasn’t like that,” Sarah watched Hall leave, the plastic strips hanging in the 
doorway slapping behind him. 
“I don’t want him coming in here,” Pamela asserted. “Look.” 
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Pamela pointed to a thirty centimetre gap on a bottom shelf at the back of the shop. 
Packets of pink toilet paper were stacked on one side of the empty space, cans of 
mosquito repellent and fire starter coils on the other.  
“If people want a can of Whiskas, it’s in the store room. They can ask me.” Pamela’s 
lips compressed into a fuchsia-coloured pout. 
“Now you’re acting crazy,” Sarah said.  
“Darling, don’t be like that,” Pamela played with the tips of her hair. “I’m not having 
it. We’re not all imagining things, Sarah. I think you’re foolish, fishing alone down at the 
point in the dark. There’s no one around to help you. Donald said he saw you on Tuesday 
night.” 
“I didn’t…” 
“You’re not being careful, darling. I worry about you and Erica. How well do you 
really know someone?” Pamela pointedly looked at the empty doorway and back at 
Sarah. “Don’t worry about it, sweetheart,” she added, gently, when Sarah offered her 
some coins.  
* 
Eating ice-cream as they rocked on the park swing set, Hall told Sarah he had been 
invited bait fishing that afternoon with Don. There were many responses she could have 
made. She could have pointed out that nets caught entire schools of mullet or parrot fish, 
as well as seahorses and crabs which didn’t survive. She could have questioned the point 
of sacrificing several kilograms worth of decent table fish just to catch one kilogram 
worth of crayfish. Instead, she made a pathetically female comment.  
“Erica’s going.” 
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When he didn’t say anything she felt the need to explain. 
“I don’t know why I said that,” she said. “About Erica. She might as well be married.” 
“Right.” 
“Steve and her have been together forever. They’re in the honeymoon stage, all the 
time. Very close. Like that.” Sarah held up crossed fingers to show Hall how close Erica 
and Steve were. 
“I get the picture,” Hall looked uncomfortable. 
Fat March flies rose and fell around her the melted ice-cream on her hand, looking for 
somewhere to land. Hall swung back and forth, his sneakers dragging on the ground. 
Some children ran into the park and climbed up the slide. A family came up the beach 
track, the father lugging buckets and spades and beach chairs, the mother carrying two 
small children, both crying. It was too hot to be at the beach and she felt their agitation. 
Hall spoke before she could say another stupid thing.  
“I can’t eat Magnums. They’re too rich for me.” 
“If you’re going to have an ice-cream, you might as well indulge.” 
“I agree. I’m glad you’re not one of those women who count calories.” 
His comment implied longevity and that her personality traits might actually matter to 
him at some point in the future. But maybe she was over thinking things. She finished the 
ice-cream and snapped the ice-cream stick in half. 
“You’ve done a number on your finger,” he said.  
They looked at her left hand. Her index fingernail, what was left of it, was black. Raw 
flesh on her fingertip was covered by a translucent sheen. 
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“Dodgy hammer,” she said and he laughed. “I was renovating an old Queenslander 
I’ve got up north.” 
His warm laughter encouraged her to talk as much as uncomfortable silences did. She 
described the house and the work that she had done. A section of heavy wrought iron 
balustrade had squashed her finger. Hall was still looking at her hands. Calloused fingers 
and dirty nails; he was probably repulsed by the thought that they had touched his naked 
body last night. She crossed her arms so he couldn’t see them. 
The fluty sound of children singing drifted across the park as Sarah and Hall rocked on 
the swings. It was peaceful until Sarah realised that the children were singing, to the tune 
of the Teddy Bears picnic song, about Roger being a serial killer. 
“Do the police reckon it’s him?” Sarah asked. 
“His name hasn’t been mentioned specifically.” 
“He didn’t have to report it. He could have left the body on the beach and the next 
high tide would have removed it. Or parasites and sea crabs would have demolished the 
evidence.” 
“How well do you know him?” 
“Not at all. I fish with him. I’m as guilty as anyone of giving the guy shit. He’s a 
freak. When we were kids we used to dare each other to sneak up to his house.” 
Max Gunn, Pamela and Don’s son, had called the dare. There was a rumour that Mrs 
Coker kept a pet black snake under the veranda and fed it fish heads and dead rats 
through a hole in the boards. It was supposed to be seven foot long with the girth of a 
four kilogram salmon. One bite and you’d be dead; no time to drive to St Helens for help. 
Sarah was close enough to smell the cat piss coming off the sunken couches out the front 
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when Roger opened the door. Spittle came out of his mouth as he yelled at her to clear 
out. His urgency warned of high summer mating season and aggressive snakes. She 
sprinted towards the gate Max held open, trying to ignore the bindies piercing her feet. 
“The thing was, there was no snake,” Sarah told Hall. “There was a wasp nest he was 
worried about. His mum had a thing against snakes; she used to make him shoot them.” 
Hall half laughed but didn’t make any other comment. His feet dragged arcs on either 
side of the swing. 
“There’s a story in that too,” Sarah couldn’t stop talking. “Mrs Coker hated snakes. 
Even had a dead one hanging from the front fence to warn other snakes not to come into 
her yard. She was a nut. She died after she got bitten by a baby black snake which she 
disturbed in the wood stack.” 
“Did she?” 
“Yeah. The bite itself might not have been fatal but the shock stopped her heart.” 
In the silence that followed she could hear her own uneven breaths. She wished she 
hadn’t told him the story; there was no point to it. At least she hadn’t told him how the 
game of dare had ended. She and Max had run from the Coker house to the lagoon. They 
swam and afterwards climbed into a rock cave. In the damp half-light she had dared him 
to kiss her and had steered his childishly plump hand inside her bathers.  
Afterward she had felt ashamed, as though something incestuous had happened. She 
had swum across to the dark cold water on the other side, where she knew he was scared 
to swim, pulling herself out on rough rocks slippery with the slime in which the fish bred. 
It hurt his feelings but she avoided Max after that, refusing to accompany him and Erica 
when they flew his kite, not talking to him when Pamela and Flip cooked dinner for their 
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families together. The rest of that summer she had devoted to running; jogging shin-
shattering lengths of the beach and pounding the sandy fire trails until her lungs felt like 
they were made of mulch. It was only years later, that they had started talking again, over 
beers in the uni bar. 
“What are you working on at the moment?”  
The eagerness in her voice made her cringe. She looked around to see if anyone was 
listening, but the park was now empty except for the two of them. 
* 
That night Sarah couldn’t sleep. To halt the crazy thoughts trapped in her head she ran 
through the process she had taken to restore the iron balustrade of her house. It had taken 
longer than she anticipated to dismantle and carry into the backyard for sanding and 
painting. Jake had helped her number each panel. If you neglected to do this, the guy at 
the hardware shop had advised, it would be an impossible puzzle to resurrect. There were 
78 pieces, each heavier than the last. When the back yard was a graveyard of white 
squares, she and Jake had swung their legs from the empty balcony and drank beer and 
watched the pink galahs perched on the frangipani’s bony branches. 
Locking up that house to come back to Tasmania was hard. There was plenty of work 
to do; it needed restumping, she had patched the roof but was only halfway through 
insulating it, and she hadn’t finished painting the window frames. Jake said she had used 
him for free work. That was bullshit. She would have done it without him. 
Instead of herself she focused on the murderer. She imagined a man sitting on a brown 
couch in a room lit by a game show flickering on a portable television set. He would be 
drinking a can of Wild Turkey, one hand parked in the hairy space between his hip and 
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groin, his eyes too intelligent for the surrounds. On the coffee table would be a small 
wooden bowl containing chopped marijuana, which he would smoke from a homemade, 
plastic bottle bong, his hands thin and shaky as they held the lighter. His unmade bed 
would be visible through a doorway, piles of unwashed linen beneath curtains he never 
opened.  
It was an odd psychology, to calm oneself with thoughts of a violent offender. 
Strangely it worked, and she drifted into a dreamless sleep. 
* 
Red waratahs and flexing kangaroo tails blurred in Sarah’s peripheral vision. The air 
above the sandy fire trail was hot; the bush floor so dry it was crackling. Bushfire 
weather. Sand was a difficult surface to ride on, the wheels slid and the gears on the bike 
were rusty and didn’t always work. Ordinarily Sarah would have cut her losses and 
turned for home. It was as though she were addicted to tracing the last paths of those two 
women. There was nothing logical about it. 
How far Chloe Crawford had ridden along this road was unclear. Somewhere between 
the turn off from the main gravel road and the first burned bridge, Chloe had vanished. 
The police had pulled everything out of the old tip and didn’t find her body. The rubbish 
tip was too obvious. According to Hall, if the two cases were linked, the killer was clever, 
methodical, and careful to cover his tracks. This kind of sociopath would traipse through 
acres of eucalyptus scrub and prickly wild flowers to find the right spot to torture and 
dispose of his victim.  
Anja Traugott had not been killed for her money. Her attacker was creepy; he had 
taken the bikini top as a memento. Unless it had fallen off in the ocean. Maybe he wanted 
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to take the wallet but was disturbed. Perhaps she fought back harder than he anticipated. 
Hall reckoned it was an accident that the Swiss woman’s body was found. The murderer 
would have hoped currents would have dragged the body out to sea where it would be 
eaten by sharks. If that theory was correct, you could rule out Roger Coker, Bunghole and 
anyone else who knew the how the currents ran. Any fisherman worth his weight in 
mullet knew the strong westerly current swept onshore from the rock pool. 
In the canopy above the bush birds had halted their eerie calls. Sarah slowed her 
breathing and tried to hear what had silenced them. Apart from dry winds rustling leaves 
there was nothing. And then she heard it. Rubber sliding on sand; it was unmistakable 
and it was getting closer. Someone was riding up the track behind her. She changed down 
a gear and picked up speed. They wouldn’t catch her, not likely, she had plenty of energy. 
The problem was this road was a dead end. The bridges had burned years ago and it was 
impossible to cross any of the rocky gullies with a bike. Unless she ditched the bike and 
went cross country, the only way out was the way she had come in. 
Her fear felt strange; it was laced with excitement. She continued riding, listening to 
the sound of the stranger closing in on her. Where the road widened she stopped. 
Through the bottle brush she glimpsed the cyclist peddling hard with his head down. He 
was moving quickly, not an easy thing to do on the sandy track, which meant he was as 
fit as Sarah, if not fitter. He emerged and she wished it was the murderer. 
Sam slammed his brakes on and skidded the back wheel sideways, spraying her legs 
with warm black sand. 
Since Christmas day she had seen him twice. The first time at the boat ramp they had 
said hi, nothing more, the second time on the beach he had told her to fuck off. 
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Embarrassing details swarmed in her head. Worse were the details she could not recall. 
These could not be dismissed with a sarcastic comment. She turned to face him. Get it 
over and done with.  
“Hey.” 
“Hey.” 
“I owe you an apology,” Sarah said. 
She avoided looking him in the eye. Instead she looked down, at his legs, which were 
muscled and shaved. His arms and laterals were as thick as an adult’s. She remembered 
her mother saying Sam was stroke of the Grammar eight and a star swimmer. She had 
seen him surf; he was obviously a natural athlete.  
“What for?” Sam said. “Coming on to me?” 
“You wish. It was the other way around.” 
This time she watched his face. Her comment had been a worthwhile punt. He 
reddened and scuffed his toe in the dirt sheepishly. 
“You’re too young to drink,” she continued, ignoring the feeling of déjà vu that 
occurred so frequently these days. “Not that I care. Some people would give a shit 
though.” 
“Who gives a toss.” 
“Yeah. Have you told anyone?”  
“Who am I going to tell around here?” 
There were other things she wanted to know, physical details such as who had made 
the first move, and how much she had told him about herself, and whether he had still 
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been there when she crawled up into the dunes. No way was she going to ask him any of 
that.  
Phlegm caused by the cigarettes – Sam’s cigarettes – she had smoked irritated the 
back of her throat. She wasn’t used to them. She coughed, but that did not dislodge the 
mucus, and she had to use more force, which made a rude hacking sound.  
“You’re all class, aren’t you?” Sam said as she spat into the dirt behind her. 
It was a fair call, and one which she would usually enjoy retaliating to. Given the 
circumstances, better not push her luck. Little shit. 
Sarah said, “Tell me, where were you when that backpacker was murdered?” 
“What?” Sam was startled. 
“I’m asking everyone. Just wondering.” 
“Don’t know. Probably surfing.” 
“What break?” 
“Are you Inspector Gadget?” 
Sarah ignored the question. Everyone knew where they were when Anja Traugott went 
missing. It was like when Princess Diana died, or the Twin Towers collapsed. Judging by 
how flustered he looked, he was probably doing something embarrassing. 
“Were you choking the chicken?” Sarah grinned.  
“You’d know.” He stepped toward her and she could see the acne scars on his cheeks, 
and several soft hairs his razor had missed. A grog flashback appeared in her mind; his 
face was so soft that at one point in her drunken haze she had thought she was kissing a 
girl. 
“What’s wrong?” Sam asked. 
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“Nothing.” 
“You look like you’re about to have a big cry about something.” 
She spun her bike around, eager to end the conversation. 
“Race you back,” she said. 
“Want to bet on it?” 
“I don’t want your pocket money.” 
She let Sam ride ahead so that he would think he was beating her. 
* 
Sarah thought over the conversation as she packed her fishing gear that afternoon. Sam’s 
cockiness was unnerving. Usually, younger guys were easy to be around. Their self 
absorbedness was a buffer to Sarah’s insecurities. They didn’t expect anything from her. 
They were into the same things as she was. Lots of men her age liked to watch motocross 
or boxing on television; not many wanted to have a go themselves. 
Jake was a natural athlete. He had a welted scar that twisted down his bicep like 
mangrove roots, collected during a mountain bike race. It was when he told her he raced 
that she decided to hire him. His experience on the salmon farm at Tickera was not 
extensive. 
If she was honest, part of the appeal of younger men was their lack of inhibition. Like 
her, most young guys drank unreservedly. That was how she had ended up in the disabled 
toilet at the Pineapple Hotel the first time she went there with Jake. In the bathroom 
which smelt of piss and shit and vomit, Jake told her she was a great fuck. The band was 
blasting a Hunters and Collectors song and she only heard him because he repeated it 
several times. 
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But Sam Seabourne was 17 years old. Most women her age were married with 
children, worrying about things like how to pay a mortgage on one wage and which 
kindergarten to send their kid to. Not dwelling on what an idiot they’d been on the drink 
the other night. Sarah Avery needed to get her shit together. 
* 
Onshore gusts clipped the tops off majestic sets of six-foot waves and veiled Sarah in sea 
spray. Sand swirled and the water twisted into an undertow which sucked at the beach. It 
was just the sort of place you wouldn’t want to swim; perfect for chasing salmon. Schools 
of Black Backed salmon were visible in the water; clouds of dimpled silver riding in the 
crest of each wave. She grunted as she swung the rod, sinking the surf popper lure bang 
in the gutter sixty metres off shore. 
“Got a fright the other night. Night you all were cooking abalone it was.” 
“Stop sneaking up on me.” Roger must have come down from the dunes, she would 
have noticed him if he was on the beach.  
“There was a thump out the back.”  
“Possums?” 
“I thought it was.” He sat on the sand cross legged and cupped sand in his hands. His 
arms were thin, too thin to restrain a fit woman. 
“Sounded loud like a V8, taking off up the driveway. I got up to have a look.” 
She felt the bite and played with the fish, gradually bringing him closer to the shore. It 
was likely she would get a few bites today. Black Backed salmon and the younger, 
feistier cocky salmon fled when the ocean was flat and bright. On days like this unsettled 
swell washed food into the water colony and the salmon followed. She admired the cocky 
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salmon. He swam with the waves, used their force to propel him to prey. She was only 
half listening when Roger spoke again. 
“Dead devil. Road kill. A week old, from the way it smelt.” 
Stunned she allowed the line to slacken. “Someone threw road kill at your house?” 
Roger described the black furry animal he had found sprawled beside his doormat, its 
mouth and eyes wide open. In the morning he grabbed the stiffened devil by the back legs 
and dropped it under the paper barks behind the fence. Hot soapy water and a hard 
bristled brush didn’t remove the brown blood stains from the timber planks on his deck. 
The tufts of fur caught in the wooden cracks reeked with the putrid smell of a carcass 
rotting for days in the sun. Burn out marks remained on his driveway. Roger grinned as 
though the story was a joke he was part of. 
“I can still smell it on me.” Roger sniffed his fingers. 
“You going to tell the police, Roger?” 
“I hear plenty of noises around my place and none of them get to me,” Roger’s 
chapped lips twisted over his broken teeth as he imitated the noises made by various 
animals which lived around his house. Possums thumped up and down his pitched roof, 
fighting with cat-like screams; a bird’s nest stuck to his kitchen window was full of 
whimpering baby sparrows; rats scratched under his floorboards. 
“A blue tongued lizard, this big, lives under the tank stand,” Roger grinned. “I call him 
Louis. He likes sausage mince the best.” 
“Tell me. The skid marks on your driveway. Were they continuous or broken?” 
“Continuous.” 
Sarah nodded. “You’re a good man. You don’t deserve this.” 
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The cocky salmon was losing energy. Her finger monitoring the tautness of the line, 
she could sense his surrender. She wound him in slowly. Roger held the surf rod while 
she slipped the hook out of the fish’s mouth. They grinned at each other, silent 
acknowledgement of their team work. There was something about Roger that attracted 
and repelled her. He was not her intellectual equal. Physically, he was strong but not well 
built. His arms were too long for his body, his legs and neck so thin they appeared to 
undulate like sea grass. He would never meet someone who would love him. It wasn’t 
possible. Sometimes she thought about being his wife and the thought made her sick.  
“I’ve seen you outside at night, fishing, whatnot. And I saw you up at the tip 
yesterday,” Roger said. “You were wearing a yellow shirt with a white bear on it.” 
Using both hands, she broke the fish’s neck with a quick twist. It stiffened and she 
held it until it spasmed.  
He thumped her fishing rod handle in the sand. “Don’t go up there on your own.” 
* 
Hall had written two articles for the day’s newspaper. Sarah supposed they were what he 
had referred to as a beat up. Basically the murder investigation was not progressing. In 
the first article the police claimed that with so many tourists in the area it was difficult to 
confirm possible sightings of Anja Traugott. The second article referred to a police 
statement issued almost a year ago when Chloe Crawford vanished. 
“At this stage we are treating this as a missing person and are trying to locate the 
young girl concerned. At the moment there is nothing to suggest she is not alive.” 
The police refused to confirm whether the two cases were linked. Someone in the Bay 
of Fires had to know something. Jane Taylor said it from the start: a person doesn’t just 
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walk onto a beach, kill someone, and walk off without a single person seeing or hearing 
something. Perhaps someone knew something and they didn’t know it was important. 
People were hopeless; you could not trust them. 
Sarah had learned this the hard way on the fish farm. In November when the pumps 
had kept shitting themselves Sarah had not allowed herself to go home for more than six 
hours at any stretch. Pump failure meant no oxygen and the fish die. Human error on a 
land farm could cost hundreds of thousands of dollars in a few hours. Every time she left 
the farm she feared she would return to huge tanks full of dead fish. She had vowed not 
to take another land farm job again. She should have taken her own advice. An ocean 
based fish farm was quite different. Farming was safer at sea; if something went wrong 
the ocean protected the fish. At sea the oxygen never ran out. 
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Chapter 5 
The police had a suspect. The detective wouldn’t give Hall his name, but said it was 
someone they had spoken to in relation to the murder of Anja Traugott and the 
disappearance of Chloe Crawford. Hall called Ann Eggerton, the police media officer. 
She confirmed the police were talking to a man who lived on the east coast, was 
unemployed and had prior convictions. 
“Give me a break they have a suspect,” Hall jeered. “I bet they’re blaming some poor 
bloke who’s got no more criminal record than you or me. It’s bullshit.”  
“No. They’ve picked him up three times for poaching crayfish and he’s been 
convicted twice,” Ann Eggerton said. 
Hall grinned down the phone. Gotcha. 
* 
Company expenses wouldn’t cover the cost of renting Jane’s room for a fortnight, Hall 
knew that. But he deserved a break, and it would be good to have somewhere to write his 
stories. After all, it wasn’t like he could type them up on the picnic table outside Pamela’s 
shop.  
He thought Jane might have sounded more pleased about the arrangement. 
“Suit yourself.” 
“I’ll pay for two weeks,” Hall said. “I might have to go back and forth to Launceston, 
but I might keep some gear in there. You don’t have to clean it when I’m gone.” 
“Wasn’t planning to.”  
“Good.” 
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Hall sat down and Jane watched him, her face contorting as though she was chewing 
the inside of her cheek.  
“I don’t want charity.” 
“Good.” He picked up the paper, studying it until she marched away.   
* 
Hall was reading the paper at the big table, circling typos. Page seven had five; one case 
used their instead of there. It was ridiculous. The subeditors should be shot. Attention to 
detail had gone to the dogs since The Voice downsized from broadsheet to tabloid. A 
man’s voice greeted him and he startled, spilling hot tea that made the newsprint run. It 
was John Avery, smiling that wide white grin so hard he appeared ill at ease. He must 
have come up the inside staircase. Hall introduced himself again, in case a memory lapse 
was the cause of John’s discomfort. 
“I know who you are Hall. Everyone does. And I still haven’t given you my book,” 
John said. “Maybe it’s of no interest.” 
“Trail of the Tin Dragon... was that the name?” 
“Yes, quite right. This was the entry point, the Chinese miners made their way across 
to the Blue Tier from here. It’s an interesting story.” 
“I’m very keen to read it.” 
“Well, in that case, swing by this evening. I’ll have it ready for you,” John backed out 
of the guesthouse. “In fact, stay for dinner. We have a few friends coming over. Just 
another barbecue.” 
John’s book contained maps of the area, some dating back to the late 1800s. Others 
were more recent, detailing the mines that had been rehabilitated in the 1990s. The 
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government-led initiative had seen some shafts filled in and others gated or blocked to 
protect humans and animals from danger. Hall would get an expert to suggest that a body 
could be disposed of in one of these mine shafts, get the police to comment on it, sex it 
up with an emotionally loaded quote from someone like John Avery, and there was a nice 
story. Better check the copyright issues related to John’s book. There were the pictures 
too. A good Saturday double page spread.  
“What can I bring?” 
“Nothing. I’m a wine connoisseur, you see. Amateur. But I’ll open one of the reds I’ve 
been saving.” 
After John left Hall folded up the sodden newspaper and boiled the kettle again, 
pondering what he knew about the man. John was a history buff, he knew the area’s 
topography, above ground and below, and he had a bad temper. Hall noted this at the boat 
ramp when John had snapped at Sarah. A bad temper didn’t make him a murderer 
though. 
He was surprised at how pleased he was at the chance of seeing Sarah again. From 
what he could tell, she was not his type. The woman was obsessed with fish. The topic 
had dominated nearly every conversation they had had.  
Sarah called herself a fish doctor. In south east Queensland she ran a barramundi farm 
where they grew fish from babies into four kilogram adults. They produced thirty 
thousand tonnes of fish each year in huge purpose built ponds in the middle of paddocks. 
He had heard of fish grown in cages in Bass Strait and the Tamar River, but not in 
paddocks. According to Sarah, the advantages of land farming was that the environment 
could be controlled, which meant higher stock intensity. Ocean based fish farms were 
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cheaper to run, but you were at the mercy of the ocean’s unpredictable weather patterns. 
It was scientific and she hadn’t dumbed it down as she talked about water quality and 
grading fish.  
“Grading is sorting them by size. Fish are cannibalistic. If you have three fish of 
different sizes, all of a sudden you have one big fish,” she had explained. “I know the 
fellas aren’t doing their job if I see a monster fish swimming around in one of my tanks.” 
He had laughed although he suspected she wasn’t trying to be funny. It was only when 
she was speaking about fish or fishing that she maintained eye contact with him. 
Hall checked his watch. Four hours until dinner. He made a mental note to remember 
to ask John for the book before he mentioned it; otherwise John might think Hall was 
only there in the hope of bedding his daughter. 
* 
Hall knocked on the door of the green fibro cottage. While he waited he patted a silky 
black cat purring around his leg. Something scurried under a broken sofa on the porch 
next to him. He glanced over his shoulder. He couldn’t help it. This place reminded him 
of a job he had done early in his career in the Dover Street public housing. The guy he 
was looking for had shoved him so hard on his arse his back still ached weeks later. 
“Snake weather, this is.” 
Hall spun around. Roger was smaller than he looked from the distance. He seemed 
friendly. 
“Black snakes. You seen one?” Roger continued. 
“No. I’ve been told to be careful.” 
 
Kelp 106 
“Especially on the high rocks at the back of the beach. That’s where they sleep. 
They’re all poisonous down here. Venomous. Leave them alone and you’ll be right.” 
Hall introduced himself and explained he wanted to interview Roger for a general 
story on people in the area. It was almost true. 
“What for?” 
“The Voice. I’m a reporter.”  
“I won’t bother thank you,” Roger said.  
Roger opened the door to his cottage. Hall caught a glimpse of tidy kitchen sink and a 
wall calendar showing a native bottle brush. 
“They’re more scared of you than you should be of them,” Roger said before closing 
the door in Hall’s face. 
* 
In the Avery’s kitchen the women swooped. Pamela perched Hall on a wobbly stool, Flip 
poured his beer into a glass and Erica gave him a papery biscuit smeared with duck pate. 
He didn’t know whether to bite it or shove it in his mouth at once; the risk with biting it 
was that it might crumble everywhere. Better to eat it whole, he decided. 
His mouth was full when Pamela said, “Everyone’s wondering whether or not you’re 
married.” 
It meant either they knew something had happened between him and Sarah and 
consequently thought he was the kind of man who cheated on his wife or, on the contrary, 
they were trying to set him up with her. Either scenario was embarrassing. He chewed the 
biscuit slowly, watching them wait for his response. In Erica he could see what Flip 
looked like as a younger woman. They had the same long brown hair and delicate 
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features, the same self-assured smiles. Air hostess smiles, he thought, remembering that 
Sarah had said her sister was a flight attendant for Qantas. Women with that kind of smile 
made him nervous. 
“Never been married.” 
“You’re a bachelor,” Pamela said. 
Behind her on the wall was a poster showing a multitude of brightly coloured fish. It 
advertised a fishing reel: at the bottom were the words, ‘It will catch them everytime.’ 
Hall chewed another biscuit and waited for the follow up question. It would be one of 
two; either whether he owned his house or how much he earned. The question about 
whether he wanted children usually came later. It was part of the reason why, when he 
broke up with Laura, he had decided to date only women under the age of thirty. Of 
course there were other benefits to dating younger women, if you could call what 
happened between midnight and dawn dating.  
“Sarah said you’re originally from Buckland. Are your family still on the farm?” Erica 
opted for the asset question.  
“Just my father. Mum died a few years ago.”  
He smiled kindly while they searched for a change of subject.  
Watching Sarah during dinner, he doubted she had put them up to it. She didn’t seem 
like the kind of woman who would care; she hadn’t even changed her clothes for the 
meal. Her hair was pulled back in a clumped salty ponytail and her black t-shirt 
promoting the 1997 World Aquaculture Conference was at odds with the creamy colour 
palette the other women were wearing. Apart from recommending Pamela’s Hollandaise 
sauce, Sarah hadn’t spoken to him all night. Maybe it was presumptuous of him to come. 
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When he arrived Sarah had been standing out the back with John and the other men, 
drinking beer around the barbecue. Now she was shooting off opinions on every topic. 
Apparently Erica’s husband Steve had installed the shack’s new chimney incorrectly. 
“Rattles. Kept me awake all night, I couldn’t sleep,” Sarah said. “There’s a few things 
around here I need to fix.” 
“You like fixing things?” It was the first time Hall had spoken to her directly that 
night and he immediately regretted the lameness of his comment. 
“Love it. Forget tidy modern homes. Give me a diamond in the rough any day.” 
Someone else interrupted before Hall could reply. He ate. Towards the end of the meal 
she started an argument with Don over whether yachtsmen deserved to pay for their own 
rescue operations if they ran into trouble on the ocean.  
“Some yachtsmen are decent sailors, I agree with you, but many are just lunatics who 
expect the taxpayer to pick up the tab,” she said. “No, no, I’m not talking about Simone 
Seabourne’s husband, so don’t bring me into that one,” she added to Pamela. 
“I didn’t say anything,” Pamela said. 
“Pammy doesn’t need any help moaning about Simone Seabourne,” Don said. 
“What is that supposed to mean?” Pamela said. 
“Nothing.” 
“Shut up, Donald. You’re drunk.” 
“No I’m not.” 
“You’ve drunk two bottles of red. No one else is touching it.” 
“I’m not counting your drinks.” 
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“You don’t need to. I’ve had two champagnes.” 
Flip piled calamari and crayfish onto Hall’s plate from platters on which parsley sprigs 
had been arranged around fleshy white meat and prawns with gleaming dead eyes. 
“Give me a break,” Don said. 
“We’ve had a nice night,” Flip said. “Come on.” 
“No, I’m sick of him. He’s always like this,” Pamela’s voice cracked. 
“Like what? I’ve done nothing wrong,” Don said. 
“Of course you haven’t.” 
“My darling wife, I’m going.” 
“Where? Prowling around on the beach, looking for half naked women to perve on? 
You won’t find any out there tonight, sorry to disappoint you. They’re all dead.” 
“Now listen here Pamela. I’m going home to bed.” Don’s voice was controlled but his 
lips were stiff as they ejected each word. “To be honest, I’m getting a bit tired of hearing 
your opinions. Everyone is.” 
“Go Don, let it rip,” Sarah laughed and Hall realised she was drunk.  
“Hush Don,” Flip said. “Everyone’s a bit worn out from this… thing.” 
The door closed behind Don. John started to follow him but Flip pushed him back into 
his chair. It was clear these people were not used to confrontation. They seemed shocked, 
like witnesses milling around the edge of the highway after a car crash, not sure whether 
to comfort each other or leave the scene. Flip patted Pamela’s hand and Steve had bowed 
his head in his hands like he was praying. 
Sarah began stacking plates. Hall stood to help her. Superficial chatter around the table 
concealed the discomfort caused by Don’s exit. In the kitchen Hall placed the plate stack 
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he was carrying on the bench. He was tired. He felt sick from too much rich food. He had 
never seen so much seafood on one table. Years ago, he recalled, a guest to his family’s 
farm had brought a crayfish and his parents had not known how to eat it. 
“What’s it like being so popular?” Sarah said. 
“I am?”  
“A journalist. I don’t think anything so exciting has happened here since, well since a 
body washed up on the beach.” Sarah tipped eight sets of cutlery into the empty sink. 
“I’m crass. I shouldn’t joke about it.” 
“I’m cynical too.” 
“I don’t think you are mate.” She winked and it made her cheek dimple. 
“I’ve got a story to follow up near the Columbus Falls in the next day or so,” he 
began.  
He had not planned to ask her to come with him. He wanted to. It was a country pub in 
the Pyengana dairy farm region, somewhere on the road to the Columbus Falls. The map 
showed gravel roads crossing cattle bridges and a green dotted line climbing through 
national park. Tasmanian roads were notoriously underused. If he got lost on one of the 
forestry roads, if he got a flat tyre, it could be days before someone else drove past. 
In the shack’s silence the gas lanterns buzzed. White moths hit the glass, the sound 
soft and repetitious, like butterfly whips. Sarah opened another beer, her cheeks billowing 
as she swirled the liquid in her mouth.  
“I’ll buy you lunch,” Hall said. 
Sarah thought about it. “Got nothing else to do.” 
“Hush, Eric,” Steve said as Erica giggled. 
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Sarah glanced across the room to the dinner table. She spun the beer cap on the bench. 
Hall worried she was changing her mind. 
“Thanks for asking.” Sarah slung a green satchel over her shoulder and picked up her 
fishing rod. At the same time John poured a glass of port and handed it to Hall. 
John had started talking about his book but all Hall could hear were Sarah’s feet 
thudding down the ramp into the night. 
“Johnny, aren’t you concerned about her being down there alone?” Pamela gestured 
with her pink washing up gloved hands. 
“When did anyone in this house ever listen to me?” 
Hall considered following her to the beach. Fishing by moonlight with Sarah was 
infinitely more appealing than drinking port on a stomach full of seafood. But it was John 
who had invited him for dinner, and it would be rude to leave now. He would finish the 
drink and excuse himself. 
* 
Before he left Hall had another look at the fishing poster. He searched for the Snotty 
Trevally. Earlier Sarah had confessed her secret for catching Snotty Trevally. She used 
raw chicken breast. Underwater raw chicken resembled jelly fish which the fish usually 
ate.  
“Don’t quote me. It’s never been scientifically proven. But it’s the only explanation 
anyone can think of because a Snotty Trevally who only eats chicken is going to be one 
very hungry fish.” 
Hall had laughed; it was the kind of fact he liked. 
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The Snotty Trevally was silver with a blue and green back and small, rubbery lips. She 
had a black dot on her cheek, like a beauty spot.  
* 
Pamela’s huge four wheel drive headlights looked inconsequential under the late night 
sky, bucketed light dwarfed by the immense blackness. Sitting beside her as she drove 
him back to the guesthouse, Hall tried to remain impartial as she explained exactly how 
obese the Avery’s Labradoodle was. Apparently Henry ate scraps from the table during 
every meal. 
“Henry is so fat he’ll get arthritis. It’s in their genes. I’ve told Flip,” Pamela said. 
“Well you’re not helping. I saw you feeding him crayfish tonight,” Hall grinned. 
“Cray meat doesn’t keep,” Pamela waved a hand in the air indifferently. “We get so 
tired of it. I’ve got nine in my freezer. Nine! They take up too much space.”  
If he was talking to a bloke, another journo or any of the guys he played pool with on 
Wednesday nights, he would have questioned the sense of continuing to drop pots when 
they had already caught so many. You’re fucked in the head, mate, he might comment 
with a grin, and the other guy would shrug and tell him where to go. He’d get the point 
though.  
Instead Hall said, “I heard there was a murder in your crayfish pot.”  
“No. I didn’t put my pot out yesterday.” 
“That’s funny. I was at the boat ramp this morning and Erica said an octopus broke 
into your pot.” 
“I’m too busy working to put my pot out.” 
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It was easier to tell if someone was lying if you didn’t look at them. Practiced liars 
knew about holding eye contact and maintaining a calm expression. Their voices were 
harder to control. Pamela’s voice changed, not much, but enough to confirm what Hall 
already knew. He exhaled, slowly, and let the topic slide. It was cruel to have a go at a 
woman who had just had a public row with her husband.  
Stories which would never be written had always teased Hall. The facts would remain 
with him, forming into impotent leads in his mind as he tried to fall asleep at night. 
Knowing that something needed to change and there was nothing he could do about it 
was irritating. When Sarah had complained about how many pots everyone was throwing 
in, Hall knew he was onto another story that was dead before it started. 
The road curved steadily past the wharf and Pamela slowed down. The headlights 
picked up a figure moving down the beach track to the water. It was Don; his bald head 
was unmistakable.  
“Was that…?” Hall said. 
“No.” 
“I thought I saw Don.” 
“I thought I saw something too but it was an animal, a wallaby perhaps.” 
Hall waited in the dark garden of the guest house. When her lights vanished he walked 
back the way they had come. At the top of the wharf track, in the shadow of an old boat 
house, Hall stood. He listened to the boats creaking on their ropes, the slip-slop of the 
waves. This was silly. He didn’t know where Sarah had decided to fish, and it was 
unlikely Don Gunn was a murderer. Still, he held his breath for a minute longer and tried 
to hear something more sinister than the rustling of bush rats feeding on fishing scraps. 
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* 
Hall’s battery operated alarm clock had rung at five am, rattling the wooden night-stand. 
He was at his desk in the office in Launceston four hours later. It had taken him longer 
than anticipated to negotiate the unlit gravel roads, mindful of wombats, brush wallabies 
and devils. He was thankful he hit nothing except that which was already dead.  
Christine didn’t speak to Hall when she walked past his desk later that morning. His 
index fingers whacked the keyboard as he pretended to be consumed by his notes. He 
spent the day on the phone, typing as he interviewed, following up old stories. A family 
who survived carbon monoxide poisoning after firing up a barbecue inside their house; a 
light rail linking Riverside with Invermay (despite The Voice’s persistent campaign, an 
expensive light rail was never going to happen); and the elderly residents of Peace Haven 
nursing home had finally raised enough cash to start building their smoking gazebo. 
Good on the old fellows; that was the only story that wasn’t completely depressing.    
At 4pm Hall turned his computer off and walked out without saying goodbye to 
anyone. There was no need to go home; when he had popped in that morning Marsha had 
ignored him from the neighbour’s sunny veranda. Inside his house, the cat’s biscuit bowl 
was still full; she had not been home for a few days either.  
Light summer ocean sky welcomed him when he pulled onto the Bay of Fires road. 
Wide summer sky, acres of ocean and smells which were now familiar: salt, weed, 
seafood cooking outside one of the shacks, rusty fishing gear and old boats and diesel.  
* 
Simone and Sam Seabourne’s holiday house was built from glass and black hearted 
sassafras, with green copper pipes. It was a misfit with the scrap metal and recycled 
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timber construction of the neighbouring fishing shacks, Hall thought as he knocked on 
the door. When Simone opened the door, barefoot and wearing a white sarong, she tipped 
her head to the side and smiled as though they had known each other for a long time.  
Inside the floors were Huon pine, the couches low and lined with green and brown 
cushions. Sheer white curtains billowed with air straight off the Southern Ocean. Simone 
stood beside him and admired the view. It was disconcerting. Hall opened his notebook. 
He could not see Sam. 
“Coffee or champagne?” 
“I don’t drink when I’m working,” Hall lied. “Coffee would be great.” 
“In that case I’ll save the champagne. How do you like your coffee?” 
“Any way it comes,” Hall didn’t know how he liked it; at home he drank instant 
coffee. 
As the coffee machine groaned into action, Hall looked around at the candles in glass 
lanterns and huge tropical shells. He had never seen shells so large. On the table was a 
book titled Weaving Secrets of the Karen People. It was the kind of book he would have 
liked to peruse but he didn’t want to mislead Simone. 
Sam Seabourne thumped down the staircase taking it four or five steps at a time and 
sat opposite Hall. 
“How much are you paying me?” Sam said. 
“Cheque book journalism is not my thing.” 
“Geez,” Sam had his mother’s wide blue eyes and ragged blonde hair that flopped 
over his face in an effort to hide the acne on his forehead and temples. “What do you 
want me to say?” 
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Last summer Sam had written a letter and stuck it in a plastic Coca-cola bottle. 
Standing on the point he tossed the bottle out to sea. Six months later a blue square 
envelope with New Zealand stamps on it was waiting in the Seabourne’s post office box. 
On the beach of Granity, a small town on the west coast of New Zealand, a fifteen-year-
old girl had discovered Sam’s bottle. It was a straightforward, quirky warm fuzzy; the 
punters would love it. 
“What do you reckon? She’s hot, huh.” Sam pushed the photograph to Hall.  
“Sam!” Simone said. 
“Nice rack too.” 
“That’s disgusting Sam.” 
“Mum, we’re men. If you don’t like it, don’t listen. Mum’s always disgusted about 
something,” Sam told Hall. “She found my porn stash.” Sam adopted a high pitched voice 
and mimed someone flicking through a magazine stack. “Naked people, that’s disgusting! 
Doggy style – disgusting! Shaved – disgusting! Teens, that’s disgusting! Amputees – 
disgusting! Asian – disgusting!” 
“I get it,” Hall cut Sam off. 
“That’s enough,” Simone snapped. 
If Simone was not there Hall would have laughed. Sam did a decent impression of his 
mother. Hall studied the photo of a pretty Maori girl hugging a large black dog. 
“What blows me away,” Hall winced as he heard himself adopt the foreign lingo of a 
younger generation, “is how the bottle made it that far. How far is it across the Tasman?” 
“1600 kilometres. My bottle survived huge headwinds, 35-knot northerlies. Crazy 
cross-currents. Storms. Still ocean. Beneath the 40th parallel are the worst ocean weather 
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conditions in the world.” Sam tossed each fact to Hall with a short glance. “And it could 
have got swallowed by a shark or a whale.” 
“Impressive oceanography.” 
“Dad taught me.” 
“My husband was a sailor. He completed the Sydney to Hobart twice,” Simone 
pointed to a framed photo of a sailing yacht. “That was his pride and joy.” 
If Pamela was to be believed, Simone’s second husband drowned after receiving a 
head injury from the boom of his yacht. It had happened on a holiday in the Bahamas and 
Simone had been on board. The first husband had died after a massive heart attack. 
“Some people say she poisoned the first husband with rhubarb pie,” Pamela had said and 
then she had laughed, shaking her head to show she wasn’t really one of them. Hall 
endeavoured to differentiate between news and gossip; he tried to avoid the latter, but 
some people were talked about more than others. 
After the interview Sam went out the back to find an empty soft drink bottle. 
“There are a lot of rumours going around about the murder,” Simone said. “I’m 
frightened being here alone.” 
“Sam’s a big lad.” 
“Hall, he’s a kid.” 
“They’ll catch the guy soon.” Hall tucked his notebook into his shirt pocket. He 
followed her out to the veranda. 
“I suppose you were at the doctor’s seafood feast last night,” Simone asked. “I wasn’t 
invited.” 
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“Is he a doctor?” Hall’s stomach was still queasy from all the rich seafood he wasn’t 
used to eating. He looked around for Sam. Who was or wasn’t invited somewhere was 
none of his business. 
“History.” 
“Interesting family. I suppose you’ve known them a while, have you?” 
“Sure.” Simone leaned against the railing. “Things used to be different around here. I 
remember barbecues on the beach every afternoon, everyone sharing the catch of the day. 
Things have changed.” 
No one had explicitly told him why they didn’t like Simone but he could have a good 
stab at guessing. Her sexiness didn’t bother Hall. It was honest. Hall felt more 
comfortable around Simone than he had around the women last night. She was not the 
sort of woman who would elicit promises from him that he wouldn’t want to keep.  
Over the years, over a ten dollar steak on Fridays at the pub or in hushed conversations 
at the piss trough, other journalists had told him stories about getting action while they 
were on the job. He had never done it. The facts were, for the last seven years since Laura 
left him, strangers were the only women he had slept with. It was all he could handle, 
giggling ridiculously drunk women who were almost half his age and didn’t seem to care 
that he didn’t want to see them again. Girls who thought the Tarkine Tigers were a band 
and were impressed with stories about Launceston’s criminal underbelly. Girls who 
tasted sweet from the red cordial they drank with their vodka and were grateful for each 
drink he bought them.  
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Sex, however uncomplicated, was not what Hall was looking for. The revelation 
pleased him and he whistled tunelessly as he followed Sam down the track to the 
headland.  
* 
A chill wind shredded the tops off waves, tossing water high and fortifying the air 
blowing across the rocks with sheets of salty sleet. Hall shivered. 
“Colder than a witch’s tit,” he said and Sam chuckled.  
He didn’t know why he said that. It was not an expression he ordinarily used. In fact it 
was one of Dan’s expressions. Dan often used rude clichés to describe things; a difficult 
shot on the eight ball table was tighter than a nun’s nasty, when it was time to leave they 
were off like a Jew’s foreskin. He didn’t care who heard him. Watching footy once Dan 
had told Laura the Hawkes were so hopeless they couldn’t get a root in a whore house. 
Later she told Hall how much she disliked Dan. That was one of the issues which had 
rankled Hall so much. When the hell did Laura decide she could put up with the gutter 
talk? 
Forcing himself to focus, Hall positioned Sam. Framed by ocean, it was a decent shot. 
Sam pretended to hurl the empty coke bottle over the edge as Hall took the picture. Sam 
smiled without showing his teeth, his lips puffed around his braces. 
Sam shook his hair out of his eyes. “I like the clicking sound your camera makes.” 
“It’s fake. That sound you can hear is actually recorded. That’s the sound people think 
cameras should make, the way they used to sound. This is a digital camera so it should be 
silent.” 
“Cool.” 
 
Kelp 120 
“So who do you reckon did it Sam? Off the record. Old mate from the green cottage?” 
“No.” 
“The bald guy from the shop?” 
“He wouldn’t want to get his hands dirty.” 
“His wife?” 
“No,” Sam laughed. 
“Raped, bashed, thrown into the ocean alive. Who is capable of that?” 
“Stop. I feel sick.” 
Hall stopped shooting. Sam was no longer smiling. 
“She’s an idiot. Walking around on the rocks, right up close to the ocean. You can get 
washed off like that.” Sam clicked his fingers. “My dad drowned, and he could swim. He 
played water polo for Australia.” 
“Is that what you think happened to Anja?” 
“I don’t know.” Sam struggled to control himself. “Who do you think did it?” 
“I’ve got a fair idea.” 
“You’re full of it.” 
“I know.” Hall grinned and took one more shot. 
Hall warned Sam not to talk to any other reporters about the bottle story. He said it out 
of habit more than any genuine concern; it wasn’t as though Sam had a personal interest 
in receiving media attention. 
“This will be in Saturday’s paper. After that I don’t care who you talk to.” 
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The last shot Hall took was not of the ocean or of Sam. Instead, he turned around and 
focused the lens on the row of the shacks scattered along the hillside overlooking the sea. 
The guesthouse was the highest dwelling; the brown round roof huddled in the heath and 
clematis like an owl on her nest. Roger Coker’s green roof was barely visible. The 
Avery’s blue shack, fenced neatly on all sides, was set further back than the others in the 
row.  
* 
The campsite was impressive. Past the four wheel drives and boat trailers were several 
three-room tents erected in a semi-circle in a clearing beside the lagoon beach. One had a 
handmade wooden kitchen, complete with a sink and running water. Another had a 
massive Beef Eater Barbecue and beer fridge. All had tables and chairs, shade cloths and 
clothes lines out the back.  
“We got company,” a woman yelled, not unfriendly, but she didn’t return Hall’s smile. 
It had been the same on the beach that morning; suspicious sideways glances and 
children playing close to their parents. The man who came forward to greet Hall was the 
man Don Gunn and John Avery had snubbed at the boat ramp. He said his name was 
Keith Gibson. 
“But they all call me Bunghole. Even my missus. We’ve been camping here for 
sixteen years, me and my brother in law Gaz,” he said. “We could claim land rights.” 
Hall pulled out his notebook and jotted down the date and time. 
“The cops are fucking hopeless. Took them three days to come down here and talk to 
us,” Bunghole said. “We got kids here, and women. The women won’t let us go fishing, 
they’re so scared. One of us has to stay here with them all the time. It’s fucked.” 
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Hall nodded.  
“Some of the blokes are talking about taking things into their own hands. It’s got to 
that point.” Bunghole threw his hands in the air, emphasising this turn of events was out 
of his control. 
“What’s going happen next, one of the kids will get raped and murdered,” called one 
of the women sitting in the shade. “The police need to do something.” 
“We all know who did it,” Bunghole said. “Cops know too.” 
“Who?” 
“No. You work it out. Not my job to solve this crime. Cops should be doing that.” 
“I suppose they need evidence.” 
Bunghole swore. “They’re too stupid, too lazy. The fellas are pissed. I can’t stop them. 
I don’t have a badge, do I?” 
Hall asked permission and took some quotes and a couple of photos. The simmering 
agitation made him uneasy. He had seen it before at logging protests, right before things 
got out of hand.  
John and Don did not like Bunghole. At first the reasons Hall could see for this dislike 
were enough to make him sympathise with Bunghole. Not everyone attended a private 
school – and thank God for that. But when a group of men openly disliked an individual, 
there were usually good reasons. Sarah had mentioned there was a fishing issue. No 
matter what your background, every man knew the rules when it came to buying rounds, 
respecting each other’s women, and not cheating in sport.  
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Hall’s gut feeling as he left the campsite was that no one here had murdered anyone. 
Judging from the piles of empties waiting to be taken away in the tray of one of the utes, 
no one would have been sober enough to cover their tracks. 
On his way out of the campsite Hall paused to watch the children playing on a lilo in 
the lagoon. They were having fun, shoving each other into the water, oblivious to the 
hostility brewing on shore. 
* 
Hall didn’t move in time. The wave was swollen and it smashed hard across the rocks. It 
was too late to run. The force knocked him sideways. Fortunately his camera was looped 
around his neck but it still slammed against the rock as he fell. He scrambled for higher 
ground, his hands clumsy. It was only when he paused to glance back at the sea that he 
saw Roger Coker watching him. 
“Be careful,” Roger said. “Not safe where you were standing.” 
“You’re telling me.” 
“People die, get washed off the rocks,” Roger giggled. “More chance of that than 
being murdered. Everyone forgets.” 
Roger’s eyes were bluer than the ocean; they looked intelligent enough. They were 
eyes that were used to looking. He shifted his gaze from Hall’s stare.  
“My old man said his last prayers a few miles up that way.” Roger nodded back 
towards the grey beach and white capped surf. With two fingers straight fingers, cocked 
like a gun, he tapped his head. “Tock. Gulls and sea eagles had eaten most of him by the 
time we found him.” 
“Is that right?” 
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“Mum said that was what he always wanted.” 
Hall made a perfunctory sound. 
“To get eaten by birds, that wasn’t what he wanted.” Roger’s chuckle turned into a 
hoarse cough. “No, he didn’t want to live for a long time.” 
Before Hall had time to think of a leading question Roger was gone. He waved as he 
walked away, as if he knew Hall was watching his back. 
* 
Sarah was waiting for him in the shadow of the concrete tank. It was the first time he had 
seen her wear something other than shorts and a t-shirt. She strode over to his car, 
climbed in and slammed the passenger door. The powerful way she moved was that of 
someone very sure of themselves. 
It felt good to leave the coast and its rutted gravel roads behind, to accelerate on sealed 
roads through the grassy fields and old tin mining villages where no one was worrying 
about bushfires or whether a strange man on the beach was a pervert or not. It felt even 
better to have Sarah sitting beside him, her bare arm stretching in his direction along the 
back of the bench seat. He turned up the volume on the car stereo. It was one of his 
favourite songs, High Country by Lee Kernaghan, and he sang along, fingers tapping on 
the steering wheel. 
It was pleasant to be with a woman who didn’t talk constantly. Laura had liked to 
listen to Radio National and comment on what they were discussing, which meant Hall 
missed hearing the next thing they said. Sarah didn’t talk at all. She crossed her arms and 
watched the road. When he woke up beside her in the guesthouse her sleeping body had 
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been supple, her toned muscles malleable around him. He wondered if she would come 
back again. 
She exhaled and uncrossed her arms. 
“Are you okay?” Maybe she was bored. 
“Yeah.” She looked out the window. “Is it hard interviewing people about awful 
things?” 
Hall was surprised. “Sure. They’ve been interviewed so many times it can be difficult 
to get them to say something new.” 
“No, I mean, do you feel bad for asking?” 
“Feel bad?” He didn’t really think about it; if a phone call needed to be made, or a 
question asked, he did it. It was his job. She might think he was unfeeling if he admitted 
that. “Yes, it can be difficult sometimes.” 
“How horrible.” 
“Sometimes it’s not. People want to tell their story. When I was a cadet I had to do 
doorstops at three in the morning, usually after someone’s kid wrapped himself around a 
telegraph pole. There was probably only twenty minutes between when the police broke 
the news to them and I turned up. That was tough.”  
“I’d shut the door in someone’s face.” 
“Some did. You knew when you knocked on the door how you were going to be 
received. The nicer the house, the shorter the time the door remained open. You have to 
be quick.”  
“Rich people don’t talk to reporters?” 
“Educated people don’t.”  
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That was sad but true, in Hall’s experience. Working class people were more likely to 
welcome you, offer cups of tea and candid comments and lend photographs of their dead 
or injured children. One time Hall left with a family’s photograph album. He told the 
grieving family it was to allow his editor to select the photo they were running of the boy 
bashed to death outside a Launceston nightclub, in truth he took it to prevent any rival 
news outlets obtaining a photograph before The Tasmanian Voice went to press.  
“The Crawfords weren’t excited to talk to me, but they were accommodating. They 
still hope their daughter will come home. Let’s talk about something else.” 
“I can’t get it out of my head.” 
“It would be frightening, finding a dead body.” He hadn’t seen this side of her. 
“Yeah,” she shrugged. “I spoke to the backpacker woman the day before she died.” 
“I didn’t know that.” 
“She asked directions to the rock pool.” 
“Go on.” 
“I’d been at the rock pool that morning. It was filthy. Some loser cleaned his fish in 
it.” 
“You told her that?” 
“No. That’s the point. I didn’t tell her that. There was no point her trekking up there. 
You couldn’t swim in it. It stank; flies and dried guts over the rocks.” 
Hall shifted down to second gear, doubling the clutch so the engine gave a satisfied 
hum. So that’s what was bothering her, kept drawing her to that desolate stretch of beach 
in half light and rain.  
“You wouldn’t be the first person to blame yourself for someone else’s act of evil.” 
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“I don’t blame myself.” 
“Guilt is a waste of time. When you’re number’s up, it’s up.” 
“I don’t agree. That’s too fatalistic. People have to be responsible for their actions.” 
“So Anja Traugott is responsible for choosing to walk on the beach the day a sexual 
predator goes hunting.” 
“You reckon that’s what happened to Chloe Crawford too?” 
There were five scenarios Hall had listed in his notebook. She was run over on the old 
road and fell down a steep embankment; possible but where was the body? She was run 
over, and the motorist panicked and hid her body; unlikely. Misadventure, she fell down 
a mine shaft or drowned; where is her bike? Misadventure, but someone found her bike 
and kept it, and was too scared to come forward following the media attention. Foul play 
was the likeliest scenario. Her bank account remained untouched so it was not likely that 
money had been a motive. The rape and murder of the Swiss woman, who had a similar 
build and appearance, reinforced the likeliness of this scenario. 
“Sorry to say it but yes. Foul play is the most likely. If it wasn’t the case, some trace 
of her would have turned up by now.” 
“Foul play.” Sarah repeated.  
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Chapter 6 
 
 
‘Honey pack your bag, grab your old blue jeans,  
we’re gonna go fishing in a mountain stream. 
I know a little place way up in the hills, 
far away from Harry and Phil.’ 
 
Bumping along in the Holden, Sarah listened to Hall sing. He wasn’t a good singer. No 
range, he hissed every ‘s’ sound. It was awful. She looked out the window and wondered 
if he even knew he was singing. She wouldn’t know. They might have slept together, but 
he was still a stranger. 
Listening to him, she tried to swallow the laughter pressing inside her. It was no good. 
She didn’t want to laugh at him but she couldn’t help it. The more she tried to hold it in 
the more she wanted to laugh. When she did, it startled Hall enough to make him put his 
foot on the brake. 
“Is that your real laugh?” 
She nodded. 
“What? My singing bothering you?” 
“You’re really bad.” 
He kept singing.  
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They were going on a date. An old fashioned date. She wasn’t really a date person but 
she had washed her hair and borrowed a shirt from Erica. All hers were dirty; she hadn’t 
bothered to do any washing since she left Eumundi. They would end up at one of those 
quaint tearooms on an old dairy farm, sitting at a wrought iron table with sandwiches and 
pots of tea in the shady garden. Maybe they would stop at the cheese factory café for a 
coffee on the way home.  
She had only been on one date with Jake, if you could even call it that. They rode 
along the winding Yandina road to Coolum and ate fish and chips in a park beside the 
beach. That was nice. Afternoon rain drenched them as they rode home; heavy 
Queensland rain which fell in sheets from a ripe purple sky. They took turns at riding in 
front. Every time a car went past dirty road water sprayed over them. It was fun. They 
had fun together. What had she done? What was wrong with her? 
“You okay?” Hall glanced over. “You look sad.” 
“Yeah.” Sarah had forgotten where she was. She tried to think of something to say 
before he asked any more questions. Lately even the briefest kind word could make her 
throat close up, that strangulating feeling of needing to cry. “Is it hard interviewing 
people about awful things?” 
Hall liked the question. While he spoke she focused on the dirty windscreen. Splayed 
insect legs and wings fringed the wipers like broken lashes.  
A couple of kilometres before the Columbus Falls, Hall turned right onto a bumpy dirt 
road. A squat weatherboard farmhouse with picnic tables on its narrow verandas came 
into view. At least twenty motorbikes were parked out the front. Disappointment seized 
her; she had been here before. The pub was a charmless tourist destination serving 
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schooners and counter meals where, for one dollar, punters could purchase a stubby of 
beer slops to feed to a leathery pig housed in a wooden shed.  
“The Pub in the Paddock.” She didn’t undo her seatbelt. “I haven’t been here for 
years.” 
“We don’t have to eat here if you don’t want to. I can do my story and we can go 
somewhere else.” 
“So you planned to have lunch here?” Her girlish fantasy of a country garden picnic 
was embarrassing. He was waiting for her to speak. “It’s fine,” she said and it sounded 
insincere. “Really, it’s great.” That sounded worse. She pulled at the door handle and it 
flipped back and forth. “You’d better help me open my door.” 
Inside, the pub smelled of yeast and hot chips, stale tobacco and pine air freshener. A 
television set above the bar blasted commentary from a dog race. Blinking into the 
dimness Sarah felt exposed. Her white shirt was too ruffled, her handbag cumbersome. 
She shifted it from one hand to the other and smacked her lips, greasy with Erica’s Peony 
Pink lipstick. Slowly, she wiped her hand across her mouth to remove it. 
Bikies paused at darts or pool, expressions hidden behind facial tattoos and beards. At 
the bar, a flannelette row of farm workers peered from beneath caps. There was only one 
other female in the room, a ruddy-cheeked woman eating lunch at the bar. 
Hall ignored the empty tables by the far window. He sat on a green bar stool and 
swung sideways, one foot on the rung, the other on the floor. 
“What’s your party poison?” he said. 
The blokes on the other side of the bar listened with undisguised interest. 
“Coke.” 
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“Have a beer with me. Or a wine if that’s what you prefer…”  
The punters turned to Sarah to find out what drink she felt like. 
“So what’ll it be then?” The barman patted the bar mat, pleased to play a part in the 
performance.  
They decided on Boag’s draught and watched as the barman cradled two glasses under 
the beer tap, moving them side to side, working the liquid into a perfect creamy dome. 
They should have gone fishing. Away from these sticky beaks there would be heaps of 
things to talk about. They should have gone fishing, or walked up to the rock pool, or 
taken the canoe out on the lagoon. Even a game of Scrabble in the shack would be more 
fun than this. She noticed his ring then. It was plain, a dull silver band exactly like a 
wedding ring, but worn on his right hand. It hadn’t been there before. Hall cleared his 
throat and she looked at him expectantly. 
“Tell me something about yourself,” he said. 
It was the type of question that irritated her. How on earth was she supposed to reply? 
He was a journalist; surely he knew a better way to open a conversation.  
“It’s funny. What do people really want to know when they ask that question?” Her 
voice was straining to be calm the way her mother’s did when her father wasn’t listening 
or had forgotten to do some mundane task. “I don’t like lazy people. I like fishing. I sleep 
with my mouth open. But you probably already know that.”  
She laughed but the sound lacked any real humour. 
“No one wants to hear that kind of boring stuff,” he sipped his beer. “Surprise me.” 
No question about it, she could surprise him. But did he really want that? The last man 
she had surprised had not enjoyed the experience. There was a fine line between surprise 
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and shock. How about if she told him that she had lost count of the actual number of men 
she had slept with once she clocked fifty. That three of them had been guys she had hired. 
Jake had called her a sexual predator when she told him that after a few too many one 
night. At the time she had thought he was joking.  
“Tell me something about you,” Sarah countered. 
Hall was happy to talk about himself. He told funny stories about people in the 
newsroom where he worked. He made a joke about his ex-girlfriend who now ran, with 
her new boyfriend, a pub called the Ball and Chain Inn. Sarah had drunk there before. It 
was a beautiful heritage building opposite Civic Square. It was what he didn’t say that 
interested Sarah. He was leaving something out. 
Sarah knew what it was like to miss someone when you knew you shouldn’t. On 
Christmas Day she had taken Erica’s mobile up behind the tank stand and tried to call 
Jake. It was the only place where there was coverage. Jake hadn’t answered; it went 
straight to his message bank and she hung up. What would she have said anyway? She 
wasn’t going back.  
Hall was still fiddling with his cutlery, trying to unravel it from the paper napkin, 
when their lunch arrived. He whistled in misplaced appreciation. On one plate a T-bone 
soaked in pepper sauce took up most of the space; the lettuce, tomato and purple onion 
rings were no more than a garnish. It looked better than Hall’s lunch; deep fried curls of 
seafood sat in a broken cane basket with a packet of tartare sauce balanced on top. A 
crinkle cut chip fell off and Hall stuck it in his mouth. 
They talked easily while they ate. He was interested in fish farming, in particular 
whether or not it was sustainable. From the stickers on his car she suspected he was a 
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hard core greenie and she censored some of her opinions. He also asked her about 
crayfish smuggling. Ten years ago he had visited the Bay of Fires to report on twelve 
square holes that had been dug on the main beach. They had appeared overnight, during 
winter, when the area was particularly desolate. Ten foot deep and evenly spaced, at the 
time the holes were believed to be the site of a well planned drug delivery. Now Hall 
wasn’t sure.  
She was expecting the question but when he asked it she couldn’t think of a short 
answer. Her brain unscrambled the strands of events leading up to her departure from 
Queensland. She didn’t want to lie. Behind her, someone shoved coins into the jukebox 
and Cold Chisel’s Flame Trees began. She might have mentioned Jake the night of the 
Abalone Bake but she couldn’t remember. That was the problem with one night stands 
that didn’t end when they were supposed to. 
“Put it this way. Something happened with Jake that irrevocably changed the situation. 
Nothing more to say.” 
Halfway through lunch Hall leaned across the bar and addressed the barman. 
“Bloke by the name Speed. Big guy with a lot of ginger facial hair,” Hall said. 
“Think I know who you mean.” 
“Does he come in much?” 
The barman thought about it. “Once a month. Doesn’t talk to anyone. Just puts twenty 
bucks in the machine and drinks his beer and goes.” 
“Where does he live?” 
“Somewhere in the sticks. Up in Gould’s Country.” 
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They watched the barman wipe inside the glass-washer. His arm jerked as he rubbed at 
some hard-to-remove gunk at the back and the machine rocked, making an embarrassing 
squeaking noise that sounded like Hall’s bed at the guest house. 
Hall finished his beer. She didn’t know if he was thinking about the squeaky bed. For 
something to say she told him about Roger and the Tasmanian Devil. Hall murmured 
something about vigilantes but didn’t comment further. She sounded like Pamela and her 
mother cloaking their gossip with pretend sympathy.  
“The burn out marks on his driveway were continuous,” Sarah said. 
“So?” Hall said. 
“It’s impossible to do a continuous burnout in an automatic; the tyre rubber stops 
burning briefly as the gears changed. You have to hammer it in first to do a good burn 
out. I’ll show you later.” 
“I’m right.” 
“The point is, there are only three manuals in the Bay of Fires at the moment. Yours. 
Roger’s. And Bunghole’s. And you weren’t driving anywhere after the Abalone Bake.” 
“You’re an undercover detective,” Hall joked but he made a note in his spiral 
notebook.  
She was relieved when Hall stood up and pulled his wallet out of his pocket. The date 
was almost over. 
“How much do we owe you, mate?” 
They waited while the barman searched for their docket on a cork board at the end of 
the bar.  
“Thirty-three dollars will do it.” 
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Hall opened his wallet and looked inside. It seemed like he was waiting for her to do 
something, so she reached into her bag for her purse. 
“Just give me fifteen.” He slid her money into his wallet and then handed the barman 
his credit card. There was no automatic machine, just the old fashioned card cruncher. As 
the barman arranged a yellow page and swiped the imprint of his card, Hall explained 
why he was there. He described the story he wanted to write about the pig as a colour 
piece. He sounded more excited about it than he had explaining it to Sarah earlier in the 
car. 
“Does he still drink beer?” Hall asked.  
“She. Alice’s all woman. And she’d drink any of these guys under the table if we let 
her,” he pointed his thumb over his shoulder at the bikie throwing darts.  
“Is that right?” Hall wrote in his notebook.  
“My word. The weekend before Christmas she left Boonie for dead.” 
“No way, mate,” Hall’s voice became deeper and his vowels slowed in imitation of the 
bartender’s rural drawl.  
“Mate,” the bartender nodded. “I wouldn’t lie. She drank 76 full strength stubbies in 
the one session. She dropped after 54, but she’s a trooper, Alice, she kept going lying on 
her side.” 
“That’s disgusting,” Sarah said. 
“You’re telling me,” the bartender grinned, but he was missing the point.  
Hall negotiated a free bottle of beer for the pig since he was going to do a story on it 
and they went outside. 
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The pig was asleep and looked dead. Her head lolled back and the elongated nipples 
on her rubbery black belly touched the dirt. Flies hopped across wiry hairs on her back. A 
sign in front of the pen stated, Hi, I’m Alice! Geez I’m dry. I’d love a beer. 
“Tell me who Boonie is?” Hall asked while he fiddled with his camera. 
“David Boon?” Sarah said. “Tasmania’s most famous cricketer. He drank 52 stubbies 
of full strength on a flight from Australia to England on the way to a cricket tour. He’s a 
legend for it, apparently. Everyone knows Boonie.” 
“I don’t write sport.” 
Sarah held the beer bottle while Hall took some shots, testing the light and finding the 
pig’s best angle. The pig shoved her nose through the chicken wire, snorting in the 
direction of the beer.  
“I want you here,” Hall demonstrated, crouching down and holding the bottle through 
the fence. The grass was worn out in the spot he chose. She shook her head. 
“Be a sport,” Hall said. 
“No way.” 
“Please.” 
Sarah took the bottle from him and offered it to the pig. Alice gulped. 
“Hold the bottle out more. Turn towards me. Smile.” 
The camera clicked and the bottle throbbed in Sarah’s hand as the pig sucked out the 
slops. She was close enough to the animal that she could have touched it, could have 
rubbed a finger along her rough snout, flicked with coarse hairs. The sow’s eyes blinked, 
milky and intelligent. This was the highlight of her day, a tourist bringing a beer. Later 
tonight the cook would tip a bucket of kitchen scraps into his pen and she would scratch 
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around in the dark, treading on bits of tomato and bread as she sniffed out her dinner. 
When the night became cold she would huddle under the corrugated iron shelter, staring 
out at the shadows of the cows in the next paddock. 
“Why don’t you do a story about prisoner pigs being force-fed beer by idiot tourists?” 
Sarah said.  
“I will,” he said. “It’ll be my follow up to this one. The animal rights protesters will be 
on the phone first thing in the morning. They’re very reliable.” 
Before the drive home Sarah went inside to use the bathroom. The toilet paper was 
pink and rolled out from under a toilet paper holder in the shape of a swan. She could 
have been in someone’s grandmother’s bathroom if it wasn’t for the grubby tiles and door 
that wouldn’t close. She layered toilet paper across the pink plastic seat and ran over their 
conversation. Hearing how he planned his newspaper stories was interesting, made a 
change from the talking about intensive versus extensive and semi-intensive farming 
techniques. She probably shouldn’t have criticised the pig story, but then he hadn’t 
seemed offended, so maybe that didn’t matter. Now she was over-thinking it again. 
As she washed her hands, the woman who had been sitting at the bar earlier came in. 
Almost everything about her suggested a femininity that had succumbed to a male world; 
her thick brown Blundstone boots, her hair cropped short, her sullen expression and 
ruddy skin. Small gold hoop earrings were her one concession that she was something 
other than one of the guys with whom she worked and drank.  
“How’s it going?” she greeted Sarah. “First date?” 
“Sort of.” 
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“I knew it. I said it to Mick. I said those two are on a date,” the woman disappeared 
into the cubicle. She began urinating, a heavy stream, and raised her voice so Sarah could 
hear. “Hold onto him, lovey. He looks like one of the good ones.” 
“Lucky you’re here,” Sarah called back. Immediately she forced a laugh to soften her 
sarcasm. The woman was only being friendly. 
* 
Even on a calm day noisy seagulls clambered for space on the narrow granite reef 
protruding from deep, kelp-shadowed water. Occasionally a big wave scattered the birds 
into the sky; an untidy chorus of alarm. In stormy weather waves exploded across the 
reef, swallowing the shore rocks and threatening to wash away the succulent garden of 
Jane’s place above. It was a strange place for a guest house. There was no beach below it, 
just the rocky point and black bull kelp. You couldn’t swim there. When the wind blew 
onshore, which it usually did, salty gusts drenched Jane’s window panes and rusted her 
window latches so some were permanently stuck. It was a rough tract of ocean but Jane 
liked to boast that in the thirty years she had lived there, not once had the waves 
trespassed on her property. 
Hall had dropped Sarah home after lunch and said he had work to do. She imagined 
him sitting at his laptop, writing up the pig story, checking through the notebook for a 
new angle on the murder investigation. He had talked about journalistic ethics and the 
public’s right to know. Lucky for her Sam Seabourne wasn’t six months younger. The 
newspaper Hall wrote for would love a story on that; Fish Doctor Hooks Illegal Catch. 
Jesus. 
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Eumundi Barramundi was a publicly listed company. That meant the public had a 
right to know a certain story about her. The newspaper up there could print a clever 
headline: The One That Got Away… Fish Farmer Goes on Bender and Lets 1000 Get 
Away or something. Her laughter was stunted. There was nothing funny about losing 
3000 kilograms of prime barramundi.  
While she waited for the bream running on the incoming evening tide, she watched the 
guest house. Above the spindly branches of the casuarinas and banksias the Nissan hut’s 
curved roof fit snugly under the night sky. Only two lights were on, one in an upstairs 
bedroom and another downstairs in what was Jane’s room. 
Apart from the gently slapping ocean, there was no sound; no distant dog barking or 
an outboard motor dragging a net for mullet. She cast out and wound the line in. Nothing 
was biting. The bream were more timid than she remembered. She lightened the weight 
and checked the bait before casting out again. Still waiting for a bite, she pulled her hair 
out of its tight ponytail and shook it. Soft tufts fell around her face, soft on her cheek. She 
sang; lyrics from ‘Flame Trees’ which used to make her feel sad now had new meaning. 
For the first time since she left Eumundi she wasn’t analysing the harsh accusations and 
insults which had sounded in her mind as loudly as if Jake was right there, puffing his 
beery breath over her. It was a relief to let her thoughts flow naturally. 
Reluctantly, when she could no longer see the watery horizon, Sarah packed up. She 
shoved the bait container and hook jar into her satchel, wound down the fishing rod and 
secured the line. Her knife had sardine blood on it. Using light from her torch, Sarah 
squatted over a rock and dipped her knife in the ocean, wiping it on a rag she kept for this 
purpose. The blood wouldn’t come off and she dipped again. Tentacles emerged from the 
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water without warning, wrapping around the knife and tugging at it. Without flinching, 
Sarah released the handle and watched the blue ringed creature slide beneath the rocks. It 
was her favourite knife but she didn’t care. 
* 
The colour photo ran the next day in The Tasmanian Voice. Sarah’s face, grinning as it 
offered the bottle to the pig, was stretched across most of the page. The caption 
underneath the photo said, Here’s cheers … Sarah Avery shares a beer with Alice the pig. 
It wasn’t even true. She looked hideous, her fishy eyes were bulbous and her gums were 
showing. What on earth was Hall thinking? Erica laughed so hard her eyes welled up 
with tears.  
“Stop it Erica. Not everyone is photogenic,” Pamela said. 
Pamela had things to discuss. Yesterday she had spotted a man riding a jet ski up and 
down between the reef and the point. Don had seen a bronze ute parked all day at the boat 
ramp. The man jet skiing was too far out for Pamela to be certain, but through her 
binoculars it looked like Jane Taylor’s estranged husband Gary. 
“There aren’t that many red haired men around here.” Pamela bit her lip. “Keep it to 
yourselves but I did put in a call to the police. I just told them what I saw. And that he 
fitted the description of Gary Taylor.” 
“What does Jane say?” Erica said. 
“Well I’m not going to ask her. She’ll bite my head off,” Pamela opened a packet of 
chocolate Wagon Wheel biscuits and offered them to Sarah and Erica. “She’s always 
been strange. Do you remember when he left? You were teenagers. She didn’t tell 
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anyone. I was still getting mail for him – which she collected every week – and he had 
been gone for a year. She never said a word.” 
Sarah remembered. Talk about Gary and Jane had begun before he left. They used to 
come to the abalone bake and the odd barbecue. She remembered her mother 
commenting on how they always drank more than anyone else and argued without caring 
who was in earshot. Sarah could not remember hearing them argue; she had observed a 
man who seemed nervous around children, and who was overweight and shy. She 
couldn’t imagine him having fun on a jet ski. 
“I feel sorry for Jane,” Sarah said. 
“I don’t. I’ve wasted enough time on her over the years. You can’t help someone who 
won’t help themselves. Here, have another biscuit.” 
“Maybe help is not what she needs,” Sarah said. 
“When Gary left, she had a lot of debt. I recommended her for a couple of cleaning 
jobs. I’ve never chased her too hard for her account here either. I’m not like that,” Pamela 
bit into a biscuit, catching the falling crumbs in the palm of her hand. 
“Did the police think the jet ski person was suspicious?” Erica said. 
“They don’t say much. Ask that reporter, Sarah. He’ll know. But I do predict Jane 
Taylor will receive a visit from the police very soon.” 
Sarah sighed. Pamela’s doggedness had an edge to it.  
“Well, if he is back, it needs investigating. I’ve seen that jet ski here before and I can’t 
remember when, but I feel like it might be around the time Chloe Crawford went 
missing.” Pamela spoke defensively. “Why does a man leave the town where he has lived 
all his life without even saying good bye to anyone? Why does his wife never mention it? 
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She just carries on as though he is still living there, and then these girls going missing 
within cooee of their place.” 
“Of everyone’s place.” Sarah said. “Poor Jane.” 
An ugly red washed Pamela’s paleness. Her expression stiffened with bravado. “She’s 
going to have to live with it. If you behave strangely, people will talk. That is the way it 
is. People talk. Jane Taylor isn’t stupid. She knows.” 
* 
Using an old knife, Sarah pierced the Black Back salmon’s belly, sliding the blade from 
the anus to the head. Cartilage crunched as she sliced under the gills.  
“Do you feel bad for doing that?” Hall said. 
“Nope.” With a firm tug of the gills, the guts slid out. She tossed them into the ocean. 
“Do you feel sorry for the fish?” 
“Not if I’m planning to eat it. They don’t suffer.” She realised he was teasing her. 
“Much.” 
“How come you don’t keep the fish in a bucket of water?” 
“Stresses them out. It gives them physiological problems. The more stressed out they 
get, the flesh gapes, and they toughen up. Better to break their neck.” 
“You twisted its neck.” 
“Yeah. Some people use a dongometer, something to whack it with. English trout 
fishermen spend hundreds on ivory handled dongometers.” 
“Really?” As he spoke he leaned forward and kissed her cheek. She didn’t move in, 
but she didn’t move away either. The next time he kissed her on the mouth and she kissed 
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him back. It was a friendly, safe kiss. Sarah followed his lead and kept her tongue in her 
own mouth.  
Afterward she slid a fresh squid tentacle onto her hook and cast out. Wind was picking 
up, twenty knots and nicely onshore. Good fishing weather. Hall sat on the rock beside 
her. Usually she liked fishing alone; however Hall was easy company. He appreciated 
solitude. 
Laughter drifted down from the shack. All summer Sarah’s parents had invited friends 
over for drinks before dinner. She had taken to returning to the shack when the cool 
evening air was quiet, and the only sign of guests were the empty glasses by the sink, and 
a half eaten cheese platter or chip crumbs in a plastic fish-shaped bowl on the table. 
Tonight their voices didn’t heighten her loneliness; instead, their distant garbling was as 
innocuous as the ocean’s breath. 
* 
Alerted by the silence, Sarah held her fishing rod between her and everyone else in the 
shack. Something was wrong. On the couch, her mother, Pamela and Don sat in a row, 
like people waiting for a bus. She noted the champagne glasses on the table had one of 
her mother’s silver charms attached to each stem. Paralysed, like a cornered animal, 
Sarah waited for the dreaded words to come. In the expectant hush of contained 
excitement, everyone beamed idiotically.  
“I’m getting married!” Sarah felt Erica’s words under her skin. Her cheeks became 
numb; the muscles incapable of smiling. 
Erica held out her hand, showing a diamond on a slender band of white gold. Sarah 
leaned her fishing rod against the wall and dumped her bag on the floor. She unbuttoned 
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her jacket. Was it hot in here? She hung her jacket over the back of a chair and turned to 
her look at her sister’s hand.  
“Cubic zirconia?” 
“No! It’s real,” Erica crossed her fingers. She was always crossing her fingers, an 
annoying gesture. She did it to wish Sarah luck at fishing, or when she dished up a new 
recipe.  
“I know. They don’t make cubic zirconia that small.” 
A chair leg grated against the floor and someone coughed. Erica’s hand dropped and 
she glanced from her mother, to her father, to Sarah, standing there in her old Hash 
House Harriers t-shirt, stained with fish muck. 
“Don’t look at me like that,” Sarah said. “I’m joking.”  
Erica’s manicured fingers felt warm in her own small cold hand. She was genuinely 
happy for her sister but the happiness was a long way inside her and too fragile to 
vocalise. 
“It’s a beautiful ring,” she said. It was enough to relieve the silence. 
Erica’s boyfriend Steve had proposed on the beach that afternoon, after playing a song 
on his guitar which he had written about love and finding a soul mate, having children 
and growing old together. Erica was teary as she told the story. It was so pathetic Sarah 
didn’t know what to say so she busied herself fitting a charm to the stem of her glass. 
Erica and Steve had been together for six years. He was a pilot. The whole thing was 
so predictable. Six years was a long time. By the time she and Jake had been seeing each 
other for six months they had already broken up three times. For the last four months of 
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their relationship they had broken up almost every weekend. Sarah drained her glass and 
held it out for some more. 
“Good booze,” she said.  
She glanced at the ring again. A perfect diamond, scraped from the bowels of the earth 
in some distant ruined place. Really, who could bear to wear one? 
Sitting on Steve’s knee, Erica’s laughter was sharp. Steve was drunk and slouching 
lower and lower in his chair. Fortunately Sarah was sober enough not to comment. 
Smiling ached Sarah’s face. Her mother stood to announce a toast. Flip tittered as 
champagne splashed from her glass as she raised it. 
“To Erica and Steve. To see your child happy is the greatest thing.” 
Pamela made a funny noise. For a moment Sarah thought the sound was Henry 
drinking his water, then she realised Pamela was struggling to compose herself.  
“Sit down, Felicity,” John said. 
Pamela’s shoulders shook. Her makeup became pale and smudged as she rubbed her 
eyes and pressed a hand to her lips. There was a fuss as Erica found the tissues, and Flip 
hugged Pamela. Last Sarah had heard Max Gunn was due to be released from jail in time 
for next Christmas. No one was certain about this as Pamela did not like to talk about her 
only child. While it was easy to avoid discussing gambling and anything about prison 
life, it was the unpredictable, happy moments which upset Pamela more than any serious 
discussion of Max’s problems. Sarah didn’t think she was the kind of person who 
enjoyed watching someone else’s distress, but the business of assuaging Pamela was a 
relief from pretending to be happy for Erica. 
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Erica was the first to forget about Max. She held the ring up, laughing and repeating, 
“I can’t believe it!” and “You are so naughty!”  
Sarah watched the ring move about the shack, pressed to the neck of the champagne 
bottle, disappearing and reappearing in Erica’s long hair, a dragonfly alive in fuzzy 
lantern light. In her pocket were three beer bottle caps. She turned them over, pressing 
her fingers against their rough edges. Who cares, she told herself and drained her glass. 
She was drunk now so there was no point slowing down.  
Her mother and Pamela were remembering engagement stories. Pamela was twenty-
two when she married, which was young by today’s standards. Mum and Dad were 
twenty four and twenty five when they got married. Erica was thirty.  
Of all the men Sarah had known, there were only a few she would have considered 
marrying. When she was at uni Pam’s son Max had been interested in her. There was 
nothing between them but he had more or less said he was keen on something serious. 
That was before his gambling got messy. Looking back he had ticked most of her boxes, 
but that was before she even knew she had boxes that required ticking.  
Who really wanted to be married though? Look at Mum and Dad. They barely touched 
each other, if they kissed it was on the cheek and their lips barely touched the other’s 
skin. It had always been that way. Sure, they loved each other and got along well, but if 
that was all you wanted you might as well marry your dog. 
Under her father’s chair, Henry slept, oblivious to everything. Pam and Don left, and 
her parents went to bed. Sarah remained at the table, finishing the champagne. It was flat 
and warm. Erica squeezed toothpaste onto Steve’s toothbrush and handed it to him. As 
Sarah watched, her head swarming, she silently congratulated herself for not 
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commenting. He went to bed to wait for Erica. Poor guy; gets engaged and doesn’t get a 
celebratory fuck. The shack was too confined, the walls too thin. Maybe Erica would give 
him a silent blow job. Sarah chuckled. 
Sarah put the empty champagne bottle on the bench beside the other two empty Moet 
bottles Erica was saving to use as candlesticks. Men wanted wives like Erica, the kind 
who would match her tea towels to her oven mitts and slow cook casseroles with seasonal 
vegetables from her own garden. Erica was an air hostess, the ultimate training ground 
for wifely perfection.  
As though she sensed the drift of Sarah’s thoughts Erica sat on the stool beside her and 
started rehashing the proposal. 
“Yep, you told me that already.”  
Sick of listening, Sarah stretched. She wasn’t tired but she needed to be alone. In the 
dark bedroom her head spun. She was thirty-five, too young to be spending evenings 
listening to her parents’ friends reminisce, too old to hide on the top bunk feeling jealous 
and mean. She drank from her water bottle until her stomach felt uncomfortably swollen, 
mindful of her potential hangover.  
It was quiet in the main room, which meant Erica had finished tidying. She didn’t 
come to bed. She was probably standing in front of the mirror, looking at the ring on her 
finger. The shack was quiet, just the wind blowing down the hill to meet the ocean’s 
constant hum. Henry’s sloppy drinking from his bowl sounded like a human whimper. 
* 
The shack was quiet when Sarah woke up. There was no sound, no chairs squeaking or 
pages of a book turning. Everyone was gone. She didn’t care where.  
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In the empty kitchen she drank a glass of juice and stared blindly at the wall, not 
seeing her mother’s collection of fish-painted plates hanging there. Her meanness hung 
around her shoulders like a heavy and ill-fitting coat. She should apologise to Erica but 
she knew she wouldn’t. They never had. Transgressions passed without comment, 
forgotten and forgiven.  
Erica knew there was something wrong. Even Hall had guessed. On their date he had 
asked her about Jake. She didn’t mention the fight in the Pineapple Hotel car park, or 
how she had driven drunk as far west as the car would go before running out of fuel. She 
had woken up on the side of the road in blasting afternoon heat. Birds were fighting over 
something in the cane field beside the car.  
The fish were dead by then. Tanks eerily silent with three thousand kilograms of 
drowned prime barra. When she worked it out later, the pumps must have broken down 
around midnight, closing time at the Pineapple Hotel. 
Juice splashed over her hand and onto the floor. She was not aware her hands were 
shaking. It wasn’t just her hand but her entire body, engulfed in wretched sadness. When 
would this end? 
* 
Dusk and the ocean brimmed with sharks. So everyone said. There was also a general 
consensus that between six pm and dawn it was unsafe to be outside. The fear was stupid. 
In both instances the woman had disappeared in the afternoon. Judging by the lack of 
interest in her burley and bait, the fish were absent, and therefore there were probably no 
sharks in the water either. 
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Bored with catching nothing, Sarah left the rocks and followed a trail worn by 
wombats and quolls. Spider webs spanning the path stuck to her face and hair as she 
pushed through. The track ran along the top of the rocks before winding down to the 
beach. She hadn’t thought about the murderer while she was fishing on the rocks; now 
every wind moan in the dunes made her snap her head around to reassure herself there 
was no one there.  
From the beach nothing delineated the spot. There was a garland of flowers in the 
clearing near the road, but you couldn’t see that from the beach. The spot where Anja 
Traugott had laid was marked by an eroded sand wall, a broken driftwood arc and creepy 
shadows from the dune grass. She stabbed her fishing rod into the ground and walked 
towards the dunes. She was sinking in the soft dry sand when she heard the noise, a faint 
metallic scratch, like a knife being pulled. Frozen, she listened hard. There it was again. 
Fuck. She had to get out of there. She spun around, sprinting to retrieve her rod. Running 
perfectly on the hard sand, she knew no one would catch her. It wasn’t until the 
adrenaline rush eased that she realised the sound was her sinker taut and scratching 
against her reel. 
* 
The table was set with mismatched plates. The salad tongs had handles in the shape of 
fish. A baking dish of lasagne sat on a breadboard Sarah had made for grade eight 
woodwork. For a moment Sarah had the unsettling feeling of déjà vu; she could have 
been stepping into the shack fifteen years ago. 
“We were worried,” her mother was accusatory. “Dad’s driven down the road looking 
for you.” 
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“I didn’t see him.” Sarah tried to conceal her irritation. She was 35, not 15. “That 
smells delicious.” 
“Clean yourself before you sit down. Mum, she stinks,” Erica said. 
Sarah dropped the bucket with a clatter. There was water in the sink and Sarah soaped 
her hands in it, rubbing hard to get the scales off. 
“Please. That’s the washing up water,” Erica said. 
“It’s fish, Erica. It’s organic.” 
She sat down and rubbed her bare feet on the dog, asleep under the table. Opposite, 
her mother and sister continued eating. The backs of their heads made twin reflections in 
the salt-smeared window behind them. It reminded Sarah of the doll heads Erica and she 
had practiced hair and makeup on when they were young. Erica had cut the hair off hers 
and then cried. Sarah had handed her own doll over and been complimented on her 
generosity. In truth, she had hated the doll, hated its bright blue eyes, too long lashes and 
pearly lips. 
She filled her plate and only half-listened as her mother and sister talked. Wind 
collected pace, rattling the loose chimney pipe. About time it picked up, she hadn’t 
caught anything for days. She was planning where to fish tomorrow when the door 
opened. Sarah heard her father’s voice. 
“I didn’t find Sarah but I found someone else foolish enough to be wandering around 
in the dark.” 
Sarah swivelled around. Simone Seabourne, wearing a white sundress and a leopard 
print scarf around her head, stood uncertainly in the doorway. She clutched the shoulders 
of her son. 
 
Kelp 151 
“Oh no. I’m so embarrassed. You’re having dinner.” The American accent was 
confident, almost sexy, like a character in a television show.  
Simone had knocked on Pamela’s door, and on Jane’s, but no one had a spare bed. She 
was too frightened to stay in her shack. There had been a noise downstairs and she 
refused to let Sam go and look. 
“Everyone knows we’re alone.” 
Flip dropped the fish tongs into the salad bowl. “You’ve got your phone if you need it. 
Go home and make a cup of tea. You’ll be right.” 
“That’s what I told her,” Sam said. 
Sarah tried to read his expression but he wasn’t looking at her. He obviously didn’t 
want to be here. The fact that his mother had insisted on them coming was a good sign; it 
meant she knew nothing about what had happened on Christmas Day night. Still, Sarah 
would feel better if they left now.  
Her mother would too. Flip turned the tap on and began washing dishes. No one 
wanted strangers in their home overnight. If it had have been anyone else, her mother 
would have welcomed them in. Years ago, Simone had alienated many of her female 
neighbours. She had asked them to baby sit her son while she scuba-dived with their 
husbands, she had worn string bikinis when everyone else wore one-pieces, and she had 
spoken about travelling to places they had not heard of.  
Simone was not the kind of woman Sarah usually felt sorry for. Tonight she did, for 
the simple reason that Simone did not understand why she was being turned away.  
“Mum. They don’t want us here,” Sam muttered. He was looking at Sarah. 
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Erica stood up, smiling her too-perfect smile. “Have a drink with us before you go 
home. Everything’s less scary after a drink.” 
Simone and Sam sat down on the window couch underneath the colourful toy parrot 
swinging upside down on his perch. Simone gaze moved from the gas fridge with the 
stickers peeling off it to the piles of curling magazines and newspapers on the coffee 
table. 
“Such a long time since I’ve been here. Cosy.” 
“What scared you tonight Simone? It’s not as if we just found out about the murder.” 
“Sam was talking to some fishermen down at the wharf and very cleverly told them 
how worried I was, being all alone in the shack. I just couldn’t stay there.” Simone 
twisted her buttery hair into a bun behind her head, held it for a moment then let it fall 
around her face. “We went to the guest house first. Jane was very rude.” 
“What did she say?” Sarah imagined Jane, her twitchy face devoid of sympathy, 
taking pleasure in telling the glamorous American to walk.  
“She was full up. She said, and I quote, ‘Go bother the Avery’s. John won’t mind 
chasing the mice out of the old bunk room for you.’” 
“I cleaned it out when we got here. I borrowed her Land Cruiser to take the mattress 
with the mouse nest in it to the tip,” John said. 
“I feel like crying. It’s terrible to be knocking on people’s doors.” 
“Don’t be silly,” Flip dropped a heavy pot into the sink. “Simone, I would offer you a 
bed but as John said, all our spare mattresses were ruined.” 
“The top pub is never fully booked. Give them a call,” Sarah said. “It wouldn’t be 
more than fifty bucks a night.” 
 
Kelp 153 
“That’s an hour’s drive from here,” Simone shook her head. “Longer, at this time of 
night, with all the wild life.” 
Everyone watched Erica light candles with the gas gun. It clicked and clicked; igniting 
a weeping column of wax wedged in an empty Port bottle, stubby wicks in abalone shells 
and candles welded to saucers with their own wax. In the kitchen Flip was scrubbing the 
sink with Jiff and a wire brush. It was clear she had no intention of sitting down.  
Simone sighed. “That poor woman. You know, Sam found her bikini top.” 
“Shut up Mum,” Sam said.  
Simone took a sip of wine, smiling as everyone paid attention. Sam had found it 
caught in kelp at the gulch while he was cutting abalone off the rocks that afternoon. 
“What end of the gulch?” Sarah asked. 
“Southern. Near where you’re always fishing.” 
“After the jetty?” 
“That’s what I said.” 
Sarah visualised the currents running from the rock pool and around the coast. Even 
with a strong westerly, it was unlikely an object would drift past the jetty. The natural 
move of the currents was towards the long main beach, or even the little cover where 
Anja had sunbathed. It was almost impossible for something to drift from the rock pool, 
along the coast, around the headland and then into the gulch. It was hard enough to steer 
a boat along that route.  
“You’ve just solved part of the puzzle.” 
“What?” 
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“The only way that piece of clothing could have landed there was if it was tossed off a 
boat. Maybe Anja was killed on a boat.” 
“Hall said the same thing when Sammy gave him the bikini top,” Simone said.  
“You gave it to Hall?” 
“He was about to speak to the police so he said he’d pass it on.” 
Of course he was. Hall would say anything to score an exclusive story. Conversation 
became less stilted as they discussed the murder case. One thing Simone and Flip agreed 
on was the campers; they thought it was inappropriate that they discussed the murder in 
front of their children. 
Sarah excused herself to get another beer. The outdoor esky was full of melting ice 
and Steve’s Cascade lights. She thought she had left some full strength in the fridge and 
went back inside to have another look. Everyone was laughing at a story Sam was telling 
about Hall cross-examining him. Rummaging through the plastic bags of vegies, cheeses 
and half eaten dips, she realised Erica had been right to insist the Seabournes stay for a 
drink. There was no point pissing anyone off. She tugged at an egg carton to see if there 
was any beer behind it and a block of Coon cheese banged to the floor. She rammed it 
back in, not caring what it squashed. This fridge was over packed. And there was no beer 
in it.  
On the top of the fridge was her bottle of rum. It was what she had drunk on Christmas 
Day and she hesitated before twisting off the lid. She swayed the open bottle neck under 
her nose, enjoying the scent, sweet like burnt sugar. One wouldn’t hurt. 
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She returned to the patio and took a bottle of Coke from the outdoor esky. When she 
turned around, clutching the Coke with cold water dripping from her hand, Sam was 
standing in the doorway. 
“You got a license for that hotdog stand?” 
“What?” 
He pointed at her groin. Her fly was undone, his finger wavering in front of it. She 
grabbed his outstretched finger and twisted it hard enough to make him yelp. 
“Mummy don’t hurt me,” Sam mocked her in a high-pitched voice. 
She could smell dried sweat on his skin. Unwashed and unscented; the smell of 
teenage boys. Sarah released his finger. Compose yourself, she repeated silently. 
Inside the shack’s lit cocoon, Simone and her family did not appear to be listening to 
their conversation. Sam’s arms braced either side of the doorway, blocking her entrance. 
He had the swagger of a man who was owed money and about to collect it. She wanted to 
tell him to piss off. Instead she said, “Excuse me please.” 
“If you’re going fishing tonight, I’ll come.” 
“Not tonight I’m not.” 
“Where do you reckon there might be some action tomorrow?” 
The question veiled a plea. She knew the hollow yearning, the desperate drive to avoid 
aloneness. His need was not unlike her own. Still, she couldn’t help him. It was hard 
enough right now to look after herself.  
From a dirty sky the moon printed a silvery path across the sea. Beneath the formless 
coastal scrub, the ocean pitched on and on. Sarah tried to breathe evenly. Something 
broke in the esky as she returned the unopened Coke bottle. 
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Later, when John drove the unwanted guests home and Flip and Erica busied 
themselves closing the curtains, Sarah repacked her fishing bag with the squid jig. Her 
sister and mother were laughing; the sound ebbed with the low tones of cruelty. They 
were titillated with the novelty of turning away Simone Seabourne and the anticipation of 
telling the story to Pamela tomorrow. Even the act of closing the curtains was exciting. 
They never closed them except when they shut the shack at the end of summer. Tonight, 
they pinned the gaping sections together with pegs, admiring each other’s handiwork. 
Sarah’s fingers curled in so tightly she could feel the bluntness of her nails on her palms. 
Sarah switched her torch on to check if the batteries were working. There was no point 
trying to go out right now, Mum and Erica would have a fit. She poured herself a glass of 
wine and waited for them to say goodnight. 
* 
By torchlight she knotted the line and attached bait. She cast out then switched the torch 
off. No one needed to know exactly where she was standing. Her finger tingled and she 
realised she had cut herself. She pressed the wound to her mouth and sucked. Blood’s 
warm saltiness triggered memories that made her shudder; Jake standing over her and 
spitting on the ground; the peppery smell of wet asphalt; the taste of beer and blood and 
his foul-smelling, slobbering breath; his lazy drawl shooting cruel insults as he stomped 
away into the night. 
She searched her mind for the happier memories but they were slow to surface. Benign 
evenings eating dinner on the back veranda while steamy November rain belted the tin 
roof. Cups of tea strolling through the bamboo and palms in her overgrown garden. In 
that house they had talked about everything they hadn’t talked about during the day. At 
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work they didn’t speak, at home he wanted to know everything, who was calling her, 
where she went to buy groceries after work, what she thought of the other guys on the 
fish farm. She was flattered by his close attention; the intensity of his feelings was 
something she was not used to. He was insistent, that’s what he was. Like the vines 
pushing through the cracks in her floorboards and gaps in the window frames; you could 
snap them off but they’d be back in a few days. 
* 
Sarah poked a finger into her mother’s skin. The pressure made a white indent that 
reddened immediately. Flip was extremely sunburned. She and Pamela had been at the 
lagoon all morning, floating on lilos. Now her shoulders and chest were dark pink, like an 
over ripe peach.  
From her lilo, Flip had overheard kids plan to dig a channel between the lagoon and 
the ocean. It would not be easy; the beach was 100 metres wide between the two waters. 
“They’re stupid if they do,” Flip fanned herself with a Country Style magazine. 
“Dangerous. We’ve had so much rain.” 
“Blow Pamela,” Flip complained. “She wouldn’t let me leave. She’s scared to be on 
the beach alone.” 
“Girls, one of you run down to the guesthouse and take some Aloe Vera from Jane,” 
John said without taking his eyes off his book. “I’m sure she has some with all those 
herbs and things she grows.” 
Sarah eyed her mother’s damaged skin. It was probably pointless in preventing it from 
peeling, but some Aloe Vera would help take the sting out of it. 
“I’ll get it,” she said. 
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Walking down the hill she could see the lagoon. It was swollen. A channel would 
release pent up water in a sweeping torrent. Kids on boogie boards and rubber donuts 
would ride the frothing current as the brown tea-tree stained water charged into the azure. 
Someone could drown, Mum was right. But someone could drown on any given day on 
the unpredictable surf here. There was never anyone on the beach to hear cries for help. 
As a kid, Sarah had always dug the lagoon out. Damned if she was going to let those kids 
do it for her. 
Sarah was only close enough to inhale the faintest scent of the wharf’s seaweed stench 
when she saw the writing. It was written in red paint, on the timber palings of the largest 
boat shed. Someone had scrawled in capital letters: COKER IS A KILLER. 
* 
The Nissan hut’s curving roof cupped the day’s warmth. There was no answer when she 
knocked on Hall’s bedroom door. She waited for a moment, feeling like an intruder in the 
empty guesthouse living room. In the garden it sounded like someone was chopping 
wood and she followed the sound.  
Jane acknowledged Sarah and continued chopping. Sinewy muscles pumped under the 
folds of loose skin on her arms as she swung the axe. Her hair had loosened from its top 
knot and was balling out from her head like tangled fishing line. 
“Jobs like these make me think a man around here wouldn’t be completely useless,” 
Jane wiped sweat from her forehead with her sleeve.  
People said Jane had not taken a boyfriend after her husband left. That was more than 
a decade of celibacy. Had Jane made a conscious decision to be alone? Did she push her 
sexuality away or did it leave of its own accord? Or had it just happened, slowly, the 
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thought of taking a lover much like a chore you planned to get around to doing but never 
did? Was it painful to forget sexual desire? Watching Jane swing the axe Sarah noted 
Jane still shaved her armpits. Erica would interpret that as a sign of hope. Depressed, 
Sarah tried to remember why she had come. 
“Dad says you’ve got a heap of Aloe? Mum’s sunburnt.” 
“He did, huh?” 
Jane leaned the axe against the wood block. Sarah followed her across the patio. 
Under a veil of white netting, basil, rosemary, parsley and mint brimmed out of their pots 
beside brick plant baths of tomatoes and fat strawberries. Jane found a plastic bag that 
had been shoved in the wood stack under the barbecue. She tore off several fronds and 
shoved them in the bag. Sarah moved aside as Jane pushed a pot under the netting with 
the foot. It made a sharp, scraping sound on the brickwork, which woke a black dog in his 
kennel. He lifted his head and barked. 
“Shut up, you.” Jane stooped to drag her fingers across the loose dirt in each pot, 
pulling out stray grasses and tossing them in a pile. 
Sarah offered the dog her fingers and he rubbed his nose across them. His fur was 
matted from saltwater. Jane walked her dogs on the beach twice a day. Sarah had seen her 
throwing a stick into the waves, the dogs rushing each other to bring it back. Even during 
the recent storm, when the rain was coming sideways and the ocean plastered anyone 
who ventured near it with freezing water, Jane exercised the dogs.  
“Simone Seabourne came up last night.” 
“What did she want?” Jane continued weeding. 
“You know.” 
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Jane didn’t answer. 
“I guess you were fully booked.” 
Jane tossed a handful of weeds into the pile. “No.” 
“I thought you didn’t mind her.” 
“I used to clean for her. She rents her place out when she’s not here. One lot of her 
friends left the place so filthy it took me seven hours. She only paid me for four.” 
“I didn’t know that.” 
“Why would you? Anyway, she didn’t need a bed. She just wanted company.” Jane 
shrugged with the indifference of someone for whom loneliness was as much a part of 
her life as chopping firewood and washing floors. 
They fell silent. The breeze was like a heavy blanket that morning, catching more heat 
as it moved through the crackling bush and over the farm’s parched paddocks. A car 
came up the road, slowing as it approached the sandy turning circle out the front of the 
guest house. It wasn’t Hall’s. Sarah didn’t recognise the car. Jane stood beside her and 
they watched as it stopped, engine still running. 
“Guests?” 
“Sticky beaks more like it,” Jane glared, one hand shielding her eyes from the sun. She 
shook a gloved hand in the air; the car accelerated away toward the shop and the boat 
ramp.  
“Where’s Hall Flynn?” Sarah tried to sound casual.  
“No idea.” 
“I offered to take him fishing, that’s all. Later. Doesn’t matter. I’ll go without him.” 
Jane was arranging the netting over the herbs and didn’t answer. 
 
Kelp 161 
“I guess he’s out looking for murderers.” 
“He won’t find one.” 
“Why not?” 
“It’s hard to find someone who doesn’t want to be found.” 
“They’ve still got a lot of people to talk to.” 
“Good luck to them.” 
Jane’s guest had been killed. The murderer could have been inside the guesthouse. He 
could easily come back. The nearest neighbour was a kilometre away. Jane must have 
been over this all in her mind. 
“Are you afraid?” Sarah asked but she knew the answer before Jane spoke. 
“Got the dogs.” Jane banged her gardening gloves on her thigh. A cloud of wood dust 
billowed out. “I better get back to work.” 
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Chapter 7 
 
“It was all there,” Christine said as soon as Hall answered his phone. “Vigilantes 
frustrated with police have taken the law into their hands following the unsolved murder 
of Swiss backpacker Anja Traugott. A local man has been victimised with a dead devil 
thrown at his house in the night. Further, graffiti at the nearby wharf accuses the same 
man. Police plead for calm.” 
The last bit Christine said sarcastically.  
“I’m assuming no attribution to me,” Hall said. 
“What for? That piece you filed barely covered the facts.” 
“I’m not comfortable with beating –” 
Christine interrupted. “If you’re not filing, there’s no point you being there, is there? 
As much as I’d like to give you a company-sponsored beach holiday.” 
After the phone call Hall slammed his car door hard. He used so much force that the 
side mirror cracked, which made him more irritable. 
A good story takes groundwork; talking to locals, waiting for people to return your 
calls. The vultures at the television and radio stations often let newspaper journalists do 
the grunt work for them. He felt worse because the devil story should not have appeared 
in the paper at all. Vigilante stories encouraged destructive behaviour, copy cats and the 
like. The problem was that Christine had called him five times that day. It was a slow 
news day and she needed something.  
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Why was he even surprised? Hall had known when he typed it up it would get 
subedited into a sensationalised version of the facts. Unfortunately, that was what sold 
newspapers – and kept people watching the six o’clock news.  
* 
From Pamela’s kitchen window, Hall watched the crowd gather in the park. Milling 
around the two policemen in the centre, the radio girls clutched handbags and 
microphones as their heels sank into the grass. Near the road the WIN television crew 
waited beside their company car; the camera man smoked and the producer wrote on his 
clipboard. Hall knew the presenter, an attractive woman who was peering into a side 
mirror and rubbing makeup on her jaw line. Anyone who’d ever had a drink with her 
knew the only thing she cared about was to get a job with CNN. A car rolled down the 
hill and everyone looked up. It was a black four wheel drive and it didn’t stop. The media 
pack resumed their conversations and Hall’s toes curled in his leather boots. 
Behind him at Pamela’s kitchen table sat Anja Traugott’s parents. They were a slight 
couple, their faces bleached of emotion. They drank coffee silently as Pamela and the 
police media officer Ann Eggerton discussed the problems of designating an official 
nudist beach.  
“I’m not a prude but it’s the calibre of person it attracts which bothers me,” Pamela 
was saying. “Flashers and perverts and the like.” 
What a ridiculous topic to be discussing while two bereaved parents sat by, waiting to 
beg the public for information on their daughter. Hall took a hard bite on his bacon and 
egg roll. The paper had sent down a photographer and he was using his zoom lens to 
shoot the locals who were lingering at the edge of the park. Some shifted in the hot sand 
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on the beach while others hung back behind the swings and slide, all curious to see the 
parents of the murdered woman. As Hall watched the WIN presenter marched over to her 
cameraman. Whatever she said made him slide his phone into a pouch on his belt and 
heave his camera onto his shoulder. If she knew about the exclusive shots The Voice’s 
photographer had just taken inside Pamela’s kitchen, she would be furious. The thought 
made Hall grin.  
The photographer had taken some great shots of the grieving parents, candid pictures 
that told a thousand words. The only photograph Hall still needed was a decent one of 
Anja. Her parents had supplied a good clear photo which the police had distributed 
however it lacked personality. Anja had worked in a bank and it looked like it had been 
taken for professional purposes. 
A chair squeaked against the cork floorboards as Ann Eggerton stood up.  
It was time. 
Hall held open the coloured plastic strips while the Traugotts trundled out. Mrs 
Traugott’s eyes were bloodshot, her face taut. She had cried the entire time Hall had 
interviewed her. Now she held a white handkerchief to her chest with both hands; it 
would have made a good shot. Mr Traugott re-tucked his black skivvy into his black 
slacks and pulled his pants up. He nodded at Hall. Earlier, tears had streamed down his 
face as he tried to verbalise, in someone else’s language, how it felt to lose his daughter.   
“What went through your mind when you heard they found Anja?” Hall had asked. It 
was one of his least favourite questions; the answer was so obvious it often angered 
interviewees. Hall filled three pages with notes and decided it was enough; this story 
would write itself. 
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“I better go and see what’s happening out there,” Pamela flipped her Closed sign 
around and sighed as though she had no choice. 
The police media liaison officer handed Hall a press release which he put it in his 
pocket without reading. The press conference began.  
Hall stood a few paces behind the jostling reporters as Mr Traugott answered their 
questions in broken English. Mrs Traugott said nothing; Hall was not sure how much she 
understood. Twelve minutes later the media officer thanked everyone for coming and the 
pack surged around the Traugotts. Two uniformed police officers steered Mr Traugott 
away as strangers tried to press cards into his hand. His wife was already gone. 
“We’re finished for today,” Ann Eggerton often became flustered at larger press 
conferences. She held her hand up, indicating the press needed to back off. “You all have 
what you need.” 
The WIN producer nodded as Hall left the park; Hall kept his sunglasses pointing 
straight ahead.  
The Holden took four attempts to start. Glancing up, Hall saw Simone Seabourne 
talking to the WIN producer. He hadn’t noticed her enter the park. A wide straw hat hid 
her face. He eased the gear stick, glancing once more at them in the rear view mirror as 
he drove away. 
* 
Hall spotted the flowers as soon as he got out of his car. Roses, tied to a heavy piece of 
driftwood. They looked fresh. Bingo. Taped to the plastic wrapping was a large photo of 
Anja. It looked like it had been taken on a summer camping trip, she was tanned and 
happy; there were trees and a river in the background. He couldn’t have hoped for a 
 
Kelp 166 
prettier photo. So much better than the passport mug shot The Voice and every other 
media had been running. 
Carefully Hall peeled the photo away from the flowers and slipped it into his pocket. 
In his room at the guesthouse he scanned and emailed it to the office. Afterward he held 
the photo for a minute, thinking, before putting it safely away in his laptop bag. Other 
reporters could track down their own photo. Wind could easily be blamed for its loss. 
* 
Sitting at his desk in the guesthouse, Hall read over his list of the people who attended the 
press conference. Beside each name he noted who that person suspected of the two 
crimes. 
Each person he had interviewed in the past few weeks had happily made an off-the-
record suggestion. Often these revealed more about the accuser than the possible killer. 
The wealthy folk in the shacks were united in thinking it was one of the blokes who 
camped and fished around the lagoon. Hall had interviewed many of them, although it 
was impossible to speak to them all. Several times he had found the camps empty, 
everyone fishing or swimming or boating. For their part the fishermen either thought it 
was Roger Coker or Don Gunn. Pamela had changed her mind; currently she suspected 
Gary Taylor, although from what Hall understood, she had not seen him for more than a 
decade. 
Only one person suspected the doctor. 
“Have you interviewed Dr Avery?” Sam Seabourne had said when he gave Hall the 
bikini top.  
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Hall had said yes. He thought he had. But later, as he filed his breaking story on the 
dead woman’s bikini washing to shore, he realised that although he had spoken to John 
Avery many times, he had not actually interviewed him or quoted him in any article. It 
rankled Hall that Sam had noticed this and he had not. He stared out the window until his 
screen saver flashed. 
* 
John Avery had taken the gas bottle into St Helens to be filled, Sarah explained as Hall 
followed her around the side of the shack. A glass of red wine was beside her tackle box 
on the wooden table. She picked it up and sat down, gesturing for him to do the same. 
“Went diving earlier. Did a bit of redistribution. Relocation project, you could say.” 
“You did what?” Sitting across from her, he could smell the wine on her breath. 
“Along the back wall of the gulch, north of where I took you fishing, best real estate.” 
He noticed she didn’t check to see if he was following her erratic conversation. “Most 
successful crays live in those sea caves. Deep and quiet, good views. Fat cats of the sea. 
You didn’t see any buoys near there, did you? No one puts their pots there. Too stupid. 
They get enough though. Not tomorrow. Nothing tomorrow. Should have them left them 
one, get them excited. Oh well.” Sarah laughed for longer than was called for. “Oh well. 
Maybe I’ll be kinder next time.” 
There was a big straw hat under the table, a sombrero, and she put it on, tightening the 
string under her chin. She winked at him and then she jumped up.  
“You have mine,” she topped up her wine glass and handed it to him. 
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The bottle label stated it was a cabernet from 1994. He wondered if John knew she 
was drinking it. An empty mug lay on the grass and she poured a measure into it, swished 
it out, and then poured herself a fresh serving. 
“Pamela was telling me about those middens,” he lied, feeling only slightly guilty. 
“She knows jack.” Sarah took the bait. “I’ll tell you.” 
Hall nodded encouragingly and sat back to enjoy the glass of wine. 
* 
The rock wall was exactly where Sarah said it would be. It was positioned between a new 
barbed wire fence and an unprotected beach. The rocks were football sized stones which 
would have been gathered from the paddocks behind. There were days of work in that 
rock wall. The farmer would have parked his tractor in the middle of each paddock and 
loaded the trailer with as many rocks as the suspension could handle. Driven the tractor 
over to the edge of the property and unloaded. Days of back breaking, repetitive work. 
Too much effort just to build a wall in the middle of nowhere.  
Not far out was the granite island where, Sarah had said, the Aboriginal people had 
caught seals. Apparently, the people from the Tasmanian east coast were the only 
Aboriginal people in Australia who swam. Further down the beach were natural rock 
formations, sand-smoothed stones deposited by the ocean in long dune shapes. Sarah 
reckoned that underneath the farmer’s rock walls were natural rock formations like these 
in which several middens had existed. Each deep pit had contained thousands of sun-
bleached mussel and abalone shells, the site of feasts and long forgotten conversations. 
The middens served other purposes; the Aboriginal people had arranged bait along the 
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edge of each pit and hidden inside. When an unsuspecting sea bird set down on the bait it 
was thumped on the head. 
It was impossible to tell if the middens had ever existed. The only way to confirm it 
would be to remove every rock. Even then, if the farmer had any brains, he would have 
bulldozed the original formation and destroyed the pits. In reality the farmer had little to 
fear so the destruction was pointless. It was unlikely an Aboriginal land rights claim 
would be made; there were not many survivors of the east coast tribe. Fear instilled such 
an ugly reaction.  
Hall drafted the lead in his head, then the second and third paragraph, and listed who 
he would speak to before he acknowledged the futility of writing a story like this. 
Destruction of the middens would be impossible to prove and defamatory. Hall’s political 
leanings had caused trouble in the news room before. He already had two letters of 
warning sitting in his desk drawer. Last year when he received his first warning he had 
thought Dennis, the chief of staff, was fooling around.  
“What the hell is this?” Dennis had rapped his knuckle on the page. It was an editorial 
Hall had written about the Franklin River loop road. 
“Recycling?” Hall joked. They all made fun of the paper since it had gone from 
broadsheet to tabloid. Dennis didn’t even smile. 
“You’re a fucking idiot.” 
“It’s fair comment.” 
“You know better.” 
Several months later Dennis resigned to join the premier’s staff. Hall wished he had 
have known about that when he was given the warning. But he hadn’t, and instead of 
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defending himself he had accepted the envelope and walked out. It wasn’t his fault if the 
subs let it through; or that the lazy toad Dennis hadn’t bothered to proof it. Admittedly, 
Hall had submitted the copy for the second edition, late at night when the newsroom was 
quiet and everyone was sidetracked by eating dinner at their desks and surfing the net. 
“If you’re going to write this stuff, it has to be in your name. This isn’t the position of 
the paper, whether you like it or not,” Dennis said before Hall slammed his office door 
behind him. 
Even when he received the second written warning, he had found it hard to be 
apologetic. This time it was clear cut; he had refused to write a story about a woodchip 
company donating money to a primary school.  
“I don’t do advertorials,” he told Christine.  
She was two weeks into the job as chief of staff then and couldn’t maintain eye 
contact. By email, she invited him and the HR guy to a meeting. The HR guy was so 
young he didn’t need to shave. 
“It’s not advertorial,” Christine said. “I can’t have reporters putting their personal 
agenda before the priorities of the newspaper.” 
The HR guy nodded supportively and Hall had laughed. The fools had rehearsed this 
conversation. 
Three warnings and you were out. Hall didn’t love his job as much as he used to but 
he didn’t want to lose it. He photographed the rock walls with the ocean behind them, and 
then again with the paddocks behind them, and recorded a description of the area in his 
notebook. That was all he could do for now. 
* 
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Jane poured a large serving of scotch over ice cubes and added a drizzle of water from 
the tank-stand tap. She took a sip and smacked her lips. 
“Good. I needed that.” 
Hall arranged sausages and onion rings on the barbecue plate. It was hand-made, a 
blackened metal square resting on three walls of charred bricks. He had spent twenty 
minutes arranging wood underneath it, trying to get the temperature right. Jane didn’t 
offer advice and he was glad. The sausages were the cheap supermarket variety, he noted 
from the packet. He should have organised some fish. Never mind. Food tasted better 
when it was cooked outside. The meaty smell reminded him of camping trips by the farm 
dam during school holidays, simmering lamb chops while he and his brothers swam and 
built wobbly rafts from dead wood. 
Jane hadn’t mentioned it, but he knew she was worried. Agitation motivated each 
movement she made; the steady gulps of scotch, the swipe of her arm as she dried her lips 
with the back of her hand. Nothing about her was still. When she wasn’t drinking she 
propped her glass in a pot plants and added wood to the fire or flipped the onion rings 
around the hot plate. Even her hair kept moving, the wiry coils undulating out from the 
bun.  
He felt sorry for her. There was talk her estranged husband had been seen near the old 
jetty in a faded bronze Ford utility with unpainted panels on one side. He was hard to 
miss, a beefy red headed bearded man. Apparently he had driven up the tip road. Several 
people had noted the dust cloud rising behind his car as it travelled down the straight road 
running beside the beach.  
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“Can anyone believe that man turning up now?” Pamela had said. “You wouldn’t read 
about it.” 
John Avery said he had been working in the mines on the west coast. Erica Avery 
thought he was doing time at Risdon although she was not certain of his crime. No one 
said anything pleasant about the man. Years ago when Gary Taylor lived at the 
guesthouse he owned a runabout dinghy. More than once he had been spotted near the 
buoy marking other people’s pots; those were the days when no one caught anything. 
Jane’s bitterness suggested to Hall that Gary Taylor had left her for a woman; if this was 
the case he didn’t know why everyone persisted in discussing him. It was cruel; losing 
your partner to someone else was a pain Hall understood all too well. 
The heat from the wood fire hurt his legs and forced him to stand back. He drank beer 
and watched fat stream out of the sausages. Jane folded slices of white bread around a 
sausage, squirted tomato sauce on top, and handed it to him.  
“Sorry,” Jane said.  
“It’s fine. I like sausage sandwiches.” 
She frowned. “No. Sorry I’m not much fun tonight.” 
“What’s on your mind?” Hall felt disingenuous. Casual dinner conversation was not 
the entire reason he had agreed to eat with her. 
“Nothing.” 
Jane finished her drink. She held her liquor well. He had noticed her sipping scotch 
during the afternoon while she washed salt from the windows with methylated spirits and 
water. It was understandable she would want a drink. That morning her final booking had 
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cancelled. She had asked Hall to proofread a flyer offering her services for ironing and 
cleaning. 
They talked about the middens while they ate. Jane didn’t blame the farmer for 
covering them up; Hall was not interested in arguing. They talked about the weather, 
which was warmer on average than the same time last year, and then the conversation 
returned to the murder. 
“You know,” Jane scraped the spatula along the barbecue plate, “some of the bus 
drivers coming down from Launceston have been telling people where the beach is. 
They’re making a big deal out of it, like it’s a tourist attraction.” 
Hall stoked the fire but watched Jane’s face, as he asked, “I’m more interested in that 
fellow driving the bronze ute around.” 
“You know who it is.” Jane sucked her lips in. 
“Why do they call him Speed?” 
“Don’t be mistaken. He’s not stupid. Gary’s got it all happening up here.” She tapped 
the side of her head. “Everyone from Ringarooma speaks slowly.” 
Without prompting Jane outlined the brief bitter history of her marriage. Gary Taylor 
could be blamed for pretty much all Jane’s problems; from her childlessness to the 
backbreaking hours she worked to keep the roof over her head. 
“Nineteen is too young to marry,” she said. “Look at me now. I’m stuck here.” 
“Do you think it’s strange he’s turned up after so long?” Hall knew more about Gary 
Taylor than his question implied but he was undecided on how much to tell her. The man 
might have reasons for not wanting to be found. Without being privy to these reasons, 
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Hall could not conclude whether it was in anyone’s interest to reveal more. Satiating 
Hall’s own curiosity was not good enough. 
“Do I think Gary is strange turning up now? Nothing that man does will amaze me. 
Look, he read something in the paper… something I said. He’s full of it,” Jane said. 
“So you’ve spoken to him?” 
“Yeah.” 
“Where does he live?” 
“Cut it out Hall. You were asking about him at the Pyengana pub. He told me.” 
“What else did he say?” 
“Drop it. You’re barking up the wrong tree. Gary’s not your man.” 
She shook her head and then smiled for the first time that evening, “I nearly forgot. I 
was talking to someone who is angry with you.” 
“Yeah?” 
“Apparently you weren’t supposed to put that thing about Smiley Coker in the paper.” 
Jane laughed and lit a half smoked cigarette she had put out when they started eating. She 
blew smoke towards the ocean. “You reporters, you’re all the same. I better be careful 
what I say.” 
Hall swallowed the froth in the bottom of his stubby. “What else did Sarah say?” 
“She was yapping on. Reckoned you tricked her into saying something. She’s worried 
Roger Coker’s going to cop it even more now. I said who gives a rat’s? You can’t worry 
about other people.” 
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Jane propped her pointed boot on a stump of wood. He hadn’t picked her as someone 
who enjoyed telling a person something they wouldn’t like to hear. A mosquito pricked 
the back of his neck and he slapped at it in disgust.  
“If people don’t say it’s off the record, how the hell am I supposed to know?” he 
muttered.  
A fat round moon was high over the ocean horizon. Darkness, unfortunately, was 
hours away. Hall opened another beer and sat down next to Jane. There was no point 
taking his frustration out on her. Her wanting to talk about someone else’s problems for a 
change, he couldn’t hold that against her.  
* 
It was nearly midnight and Hall was thinking about getting ready for bed. In Launceston 
he wouldn’t have noticed a person walking at night on an unlit street. Here it was clearer 
at night. Striding out, her back erect, Sarah was a solitary figure on the empty road. Her 
fishing rod bounced against her shoulder as she walked. 
By the time Hall had tied his boot laces and crossed the guest house yard she was no 
longer in sight. He waited until he was well away from the guest house to call out.  
“Anyone feel like coming fishing with me?” His voice sounded strange in the silent 
night, as if it belonged to someone else. There was no answer and he couldn’t help 
feeling foolish. 
“Hello?” he called less confidently.  
At the short cut to the gulch, she was waiting for him. She must have been standing 
there for several minutes, listening to his footsteps crackle on the gravel, hearing him 
breathe and cough and look for her. 
 
Kelp 176 
“Boo,” she said. 
“Hope I didn’t scare you?” 
“You wish.” Her teeth gleamed in the moonlight; he liked the way they weren’t 
perfect, one front tooth leaning slightly against a corner of the other. Her sister had 
perfectly straight teeth. Sarah had told him that her sister had worn clear braces, which 
cost twice as much as normal metal once, but had been necessary as Erica had been a 
promising ballet dancer as a teen. Apparently metal braces could be detrimental to a 
dancer’s prospects in competitions.  
“You’ve got balls, wandering around out here by yourself at night.” Immediately he 
wished he had not used that expression. “You’re gutsy.” 
“Not gutsy. Just extremely fit.” She had mentioned that one of the reasons she had 
been unconcerned about approaching him on that first day on the dune was that she knew 
she could outrun him. Did that mean she thought he looked unfit? He touched his 
stomach, it wasn’t as hard as it used to be, but it wasn’t all that soft either. Maybe she 
noticed the move for she added, “You look pretty fit yourself, so I guess we’re safe 
tonight.” 
He took her hand and they walked past the gulch and onto a slender stretch of sand 
called Witch’s Cove. At the end of the beach they sat on a rock, facing the sea. Sea lice 
glowed like tiny fairy lights in the body of each wave.  
“That article about Roger. I regret that it ran.” 
He explained about his impatient editor, and the warnings he had received. Sarah was 
sympathetic and it made him confide the pressure he was under. It was a relief to 
verbalise his unsettled thoughts.  
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“I think they want to get rid of me,” he said. 
“Why would they want to?” 
“I’m a problem. I don’t fit the mould any more.” 
She didn’t dispute this and for that he was grateful. Instead she held his hand in her 
own and traced the lines on it with her finger.  
“Know when to walk away, known when to run,” she said. He knew the song. 
She kissed him slowly, as though she was worried he would refuse the embrace. Her 
hesitation encouraged him and he moved so he was standing, pressing against her as she 
sat on the rock. Skin touched skin where their clothes were partially opened. He could 
taste salt water on her neck. It was too cold to take all their clothes off, the sand too damp 
to lie in, and the restrictions heightened the encounter. In the moonlight her hair had the 
reddish hue of an Antarctic beech in summer.  
She leaned back against the rock, her shirt unbuttoned to the navel. She wasn’t 
wearing a bra. Nervousness stalled him. He knew she wanted him to take the lead. Every 
hand movement he made seemed too rough, at other times too limp. The rock was 
digging into his knees and it hurt. Without alcohol dulling bravado he felt as though he 
was on stage and about to be judged, like the bulls at Agfest, blinking at the audience, not 
comprehending what was expected of them.  
“What’s wrong?” she asked. 
“Nothing.” 
“Tell me.” 
He felt like a boy on a first date. 
“Are you married?” she said. 
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“No!” 
“You think I’m ugly?” 
“No!” 
How could he explain to this confident woman that he had not made love sober for 
seven years? The problem was not that he was worried he couldn’t perform; it was that he 
would disappoint her. That afterwards she might lie beside him, cuddling in his arms, but 
secretly be thinking that she had had better. Ragged with frustration at himself, he turned 
back to her. It was too late. She was buttoning the last button on her shirt.  
* 
People had said that Roger smelt like cat urine, that his hands were abnormally large, that 
when he looked at you he didn’t blink and it made you feel like he could read your 
thoughts. Hall had not believed any of it, had attributed it to the witch hunt he was 
witnessing. The first time he knocked on Roger’s door he had not detected the smell. 
Now, standing next to Roger on the rocks, he had to step back as the sour smell sickened 
him. 
Hall didn’t describe the profile piece he wanted to write on Roger. Instead he talked 
about the history of the area and how Roger must know a lot about it, having lived here 
all his life. Hall held up his notebook, as if that explained what he wanted to do.  
Roger stared unblinking, all the time his hands tying a knot in his fishing line. His 
fishing rod was hand-made; it looked like something the pioneers would have used. 
“Just a colour piece, really,” Hall elaborated when Roger didn’t reply. “I notice your 
rod is customised. Could you talk to me about fishing practices in the area?” 
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Roger stood up. He had been packing up his gear while Hall spoke. He was taller than 
Hall and held both hands up, as if to fend off Hall. The palms were flat and wide, his 
fingers flared. 
“You shouldn’t talk to strangers,” Roger said. “Off I go.”  
As Roger lumbered away across the rocks, Hall could not stop himself thinking about 
the size of his hands. Roger might not be a muscular man, but those hands looked capable 
of snuffing the life out of a person. 
* 
Sarah executed a perfect pin drop in the centre of the rock pool. Seal-swift, she sucked a 
mouthful of air then kicked her way to the bottom. He didn’t want to follow. He felt 
jumpy today, as though he had drunk too much coffee when in fact he had drunk only 
one. 
Her dark shape circled. The water looked inviting. Shades of green shot with crystal 
twirled above a sub tropic rock reef, an ecosystem protected by granite walls. As Hall 
watched the water seemed to change colour; green switched from bright emerald to 
muted gum leaf colour, one moment the water reflected the blue sky before becoming as 
transparent as drinking water. A gap in the rock pool floor led to the ocean and bubbles 
rose with each oceanic pulse.  
Hall leaned forward trying to see. She was no longer circling, her body remained head 
down at the bottom of the pool, her legs dangling upwards. Impressive lung power. She 
could probably cut it as a synchronised swimmer, not that he would say that. She’d bite 
his head off. She emerged laughing, snorting water from her nose. 
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Above the rock pool was a cave. It was the kind of cave Hall would have liked to 
know about as a kid. Pirate games, castaway, the perfect hideout from where the rock 
pool could be secretly viewed. It was in this cave, Sarah said, that Roger Coker had slept 
for two nights when he ran away from home once as a teenager. 
Dripping water, Sarah sprawled beside him on the rock. Her body language was 
encouraging. When they first met she had covered her body with a towel after every 
swim, now she didn’t bother.  
They looked out to sea, attempting to distinguish distant white caps from the sails of 
the returning Sydney to Hobart yachts. He was thinking of kissing her when she kissed 
him. He could taste the saltwater around her mouth, the saltwater mixed with salty skin of 
her neck. Her fingers tugged the hair at the top of his neck and it felt so good he did the 
same thing to her. Afterward they held hands and watched the burnt-orange coloured kelp 
thrust up with each wave.  
It caught him off guard when she mentioned she was considering returning to 
Eumundi at the end of the summer. Maybe he had misread the situation, but he thought 
she was looking to start a new life in Tasmania. The conversation during their pub lunch 
had been clear; her ex-boyfriend had physically abused her. Something irrevocable had 
happened and she could never return. She hadn’t gone into the details and Hall had not 
pressed her. It wasn’t his business. But she couldn’t go back. Hall had written feature 
articles on it for the weekend paper; a woman returned to her abuser on average eight 
times before she left for good. She should not go back. 
“Men who don’t respect women, never will,” Hall said. 
He took her silence for agreement and added, “People don’t change Sarah.” 
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She nodded. She picked up a shell and threw it into the sea, then leaned her shoulder 
against his.  
“Do you want to go back to the barramundi farm?” he asked. 
“Not an option.” 
“So sell the house.” 
“Renovator’s dream. I wouldn’t get jack for it.” Sarah climbed up to the jumping rock. 
“You coming?” 
He didn’t want to jump into the rock pool. He had never liked jumping off rocks or 
bridges. Reluctantly, he followed her over to the edge, took a breath, and jumped. In the 
seconds he was in the air he noticed a flash of colour moving across the tops of the rocks. 
Someone else was there. 
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Chapter 8 
 
Light prickled the darkness beyond her closed lids. Things she thought she had forgotten 
wafted through her sleepy consciousness: how Tasmanian summer sun never feels hot 
until a person is sheltered from the wind, the silence of a beating ocean, the deliciousness 
of unresolved desire. 
Since the first night Hall had barely touched her. Insecurity made her analyse their 
first night together, rehash each bit she remembered, until she wasn’t sure what was real 
or imagined. 
Jake said she fucked like a man. Although that was anatomically impossible, his 
meaning was clear. She wasn’t soft or seductive; in bed she liked to ask for what she 
wanted. Apparently this was not a turn-on. 
Every time Hall kissed her, things stopped before they started. If he was a woman, he 
could be accused of being a dick tease. Like the other night on the beach. He untucked 
her shirt and undid all the buttons before apologising and turning his back while she did it 
back up. 
Erica said she was over-thinking it. “Take off your bathers and he’ll take care of the 
rest of it,” she had advised. But that was the kind of demanding, frightening behaviour 
Sarah wished to avoid. 
He liked her. Why else would he follow her down to the gulch in the dark, stand 
beside her for hours catching nothing? 
She rolled over so the sun could continue its assault on her back. 
* 
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Noticeably absent from the press conference was Roger Coker. Waiting with the 
onlookers agitating for something to happen, Sarah overheard several comments on this. 
Deliberately she paused near Bunghole and his mates. 
“Anyone would be here unless they had something to hide,” Bunghole said. 
“Historically, a killer would make a point of coming to a gathering like this,” Sarah 
said. “Look around.” 
Bunghole didn’t answer but someone else said, “He’s mad as a cut snake. Madder than 
his old woman.” 
Sarah did not comment; Mrs Coker was mad. Sarah had once heard her swearing at 
Mr Coker as he dragged driftwood up from the beach to burn as firewood. Crow-like, 
with her hunched back and a neck that swivelled with rough jerks, she hurried him along 
with language fouler than any Sarah had heard. Of course, she had heard worse since 
working on the fish farm. 
Standing behind her father and Don so the panning cameras couldn’t film her, Sarah 
watched the crowd watching the television crews. Some people must have come straight 
off the beach as they heard something was happening; beach towels hung from their 
necks and zinc smeared their noses. Others, such as Erica, who was wearing lipstick and 
a nice skirt, had had time to dress up in case they appeared on the news. Sarah studied 
each face. It was true what she had told Bunghole; someone here was a killer. 
One of the campers was her bet. She searched for a sign of guilt or secret pleasure 
among the men in stubbies shorts and thongs, their women in tracksuits with dirty 
toddlers between their legs. Bunghole saw her looking and bared his tongue lewdly. 
Sarah stepped sideways so he could no longer see her. 
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She noticed Simone in a wide brimmed hat, holding her son’s arm. She always stood 
closely to Sam. Cross armed and cocky, he caught Sarah’s eye and grinned. His mother 
was expressionless. Don and her father calmly discussed a turn in the stock market; the 
ordinariness of the topic was as discomforting as the enjoyment on the faces of the 
campers. 
No one spoke as Anja Traugott’s parents came out of the shop. Crossing the park, the 
Swiss couple looked out of place, like characters in a children’s fairy tale. They were 
pale, their clothes dark, their hair worn longer than what was customary around here. The 
father answered the media’s questions in halting English but it was the mother who held 
Sarah’s attention. She gazed beyond the gabbling reporters, her eyes shifting to each 
onlooker, one by one. For a moment Sarah imagined explaining to Anja’s mother the 
conversation she had had with Anja. I’m sorry, Sarah silently rehearsed, I told her to go 
there. The mother’s face sagged with impotent rage and hopeless sorrow. 
Sarah swallowed and focused on Hall. 
Hall was in professional mode. He stood on the edge of the media scrum and listened 
without looking, his head bent to his chest. Occasionally he scribbled something in his 
notebook. His detachment she found attractive. When the press conference was over and 
the woman in charge had led the Traugotts away, Sarah noticed an immaculately 
groomed woman speaking to Hall. They spoke for a few minutes and Sarah wondered 
what the woman was saying. She forced herself to make conversation with Erica but 
noticed that the woman’s high heels sunk into the earth as she walked away. 
Hall left before Sarah could speak with him. He had work to do. Sarah looked around 
for Simone. Some friendly small talk would help make up for the awkwardness in the 
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shack the other night. Simone greeted Sarah, then something caught her attention. It was 
a good looking man who had been coordinating one of the news teams. With his suit and 
gelled hair, he exuded importance.  
“Excuse us,” he barely glanced at Sarah. 
Neither did Simone. They marched across the park to where the WIN news team 
gathered beside their vehicle. Rebuffed, Sarah shook her head. Maybe Flip and Pamela 
were right about Simone. 
* 
The station wagon slowed to a stop several metres in front of Sarah and Erica as they 
walked up the hill after the press conference. In the passenger seat was the woman who 
had been with Bunghole outside the shop when he tossed the milk carton at Sarah: his 
wife, Darlene. Today she wasn’t smiling. 
“Keith has got nothing to do with this,” Darlene folded sunburned arms on the open 
window. 
“Who?” Erica asked. 
The woman rolled her eyes. “Bunghole.” 
Sarah and Erica laughed and she added, “We’ve seen the way you lot look at us. Stuck 
up. And you’re not pinning this shit on us.” 
The kids crammed in the backseat – at least four – complained and the woman in the 
driver’s seat yelled at them to sit down. 
“We got our own theories,” Darlene continued. 
“You’re doing the talking,” Sarah said. Her curiosity about what the campers thought 
was going on was greater than her desire to tell it like it was. 
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“I’m not going there. It’s what a lot of people are saying.” 
“Go on.” 
“Nup.” 
“Bald Don,” shouted the woman in the driver’s seat. She put her foot down and the car 
accelerated, gravel spitting out the sides. 
* 
The next day’s paper had four pages on what it was calling the Bay of Fires Killer. There 
were photos of the Traugotts: standing alone looking at the headlines on the sign outside 
Pamela’s shop, surrounded during the press conference, tear streaked faces bent together. 
There was also an incredibly beautiful photo of Anja which Sarah had not seen before. In 
Hall’s article it was revealed that the police had a suspect. An east coast resident who was 
helping police with enquiries, whatever that was supposed to mean. 
Hall refused to name names when Sarah asked him about it. He would not even say 
whether she knew him. It was creepy, not knowing. 
* 
How many times had she sat above the rock pool as a teenager staring out to sea? Past 
Sloop Rock and the shadowy kelp fields the ocean’s blueness merged with sky. Hours 
and days when perfect swimming weather meant there was no point fishing. Diving to the 
bottom and swimming in tight circles to see the baby bull kelp, the starfish and the cold 
water coral growing in the underwater garden. 
Beside her, Hall shaded his eyes and searched for yachts on the horizon. She was used 
to him now and his lengthy pauses. No longer did his silences induce her to chatter 
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pointlessly. He didn’t know everything about her but he knew enough. He didn’t call her 
by her surname or swear around her and she appreciated that. 
“Dad and Don didn’t realise there was a nudist beach so close. They’re planning to 
visit for a swim,” she told him. 
“That should give my angry residents over there something extra to complain about. 
Will they pose for a photo?” 
“They might not be allowed to go. Pamela doesn’t believe in nudist beaches,” Sarah 
said. 
“Oh dear.” 
“She got quite cross, actually. They were only joking about it. She told Don to shut 
up.” 
“That man needs to learn to do what he’s told.” 
He was still laughing when she kissed him. She moved herself sideways, towards the 
granite cliff face, so she wouldn’t fall into the sea. Hall was a good kisser; he didn’t push 
his tongue too far into her mouth or produce too much saliva. His hands were on the rock 
and she placed them just above her chest, hoping he would drop them to her breasts. 
Instead, he slid them up behind her neck. Sarah forced herself to pull away first. They sat, 
her leg still hooked over his. Occasionally spray from a large wave showered them in 
what looked like liquid drops of sunlight. 
“This is a million miles from my old life,” she said. “I don’t want to go back up 
north.” 
“I thought you quit that job. What are you talking about?” 
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“I don’t know.” She wished she not spoken. She rocked against her knees and didn’t 
answer. She wouldn’t go back, but not for the reason he thought. His concern was so 
reassuring she could almost believed she was the wronged woman. 
When she was with him she didn’t feel that gnawing emptiness, that wide landscape of 
thought where nothing she had done or said was worthwhile. Loneliness was an 
unpredictable creature. Fishing on an empty beach, clearing out a gutter from the top of a 
wobbly ladder, checking over water quality reports at three in the morning; none of that 
made Sarah lonely. It was the last beer before closing, no plans for a Sunday, or some 
crap song from 1989 that reminded her with painful hopelessness of a time when she had 
been a hopeful teenager. Hall knew loneliness. They hadn’t talked about it but she could 
see it in his eyes. Unlike her, he expected to feel that way forever.  
Before Hall could ask any more questions Sarah jumped, grabbing one knee mid-air, 
and landed in the middle of the rock pool with a huge splash. Hall followed, arms 
flailing. He came for air and climbed out so quickly he cut his knee on the mussels 
growing on the edge. Drying his face and neck, he looked up the hill with a concerned 
expression.  
“There!” Hall dropped the towel and ran across the rocks. Using his hands he climbed 
the granite boulders. “I’ve seen you,” he shouted.  
Sarah hauled herself out so quickly she tore her knee on the rough edge. She knew 
who Hall was chasing. She had seen Sam’s tall afternoon shadow undulating from out of 
the cave when they arrived. He disappeared into the casuarinas before Hall was halfway 
up the rock face.  
“Give it up,” she yelled to Hall. “You’ve lost him.” 
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“Why would he run?” Hall returned. 
“Sam is always spying on people.” 
“Don Gunn caught him peeping at Anja. Pamela told me.” 
“He used to spy on me and Erica when he was a kid. Try to eavesdrop on our 
conversations. Erica used to flash her boobs at him and he was so disgusted it made him 
run away; then he got older and that made him stay so she stopped.” 
“I feel sorry for him. He keeps thinking of excuses to come and talk to me. He’s 
lonely.” 
For the first time since Christmas Day Sarah’s indifference to Sam shifted slightly. 
She didn’t think about Sam Seabourne too much. She had barely spoken to him since 
Christmas Day. What did she have to say to him? She remembered hearing him sobbing 
on the beach that day and wondered if he felt used by her. 
A yacht on the horizon, a white flag on acres of blue, distracted her. Hall saw it too 
and ran down to the edge of the rock. 
“That’s the first one to return,” Hall waved even though the boat was twenty 
kilometres out to sea. “Ahoy!” 
All week they had watched the racing yachts sliding down the coast toward Hobart. 
By the time the yachts reached the Bay of Fires the most treacherous part of the journey 
across Bass Strait was behind them. They were only a day’s sailing away from the 
dockside festivities. Two days ago the yacht that came last had passed. Sarah had felt 
sorry for it but Hall had told her not to.  
“Don’t feel sorry for it! The last boat in gets the biggest cheer. Everyone loves a 
loser.” 
 
Kelp 190 
Watching the swirling water a thought occurred to Sarah. She needed to demonstrate it 
to Hall. Without warning, she ran down the rocks and dived across the kelp into open 
ocean. Cold wide water swallowed her. It was dark down there. When she emerged she 
floated on her back in the gutter by the rocks. Gradually, with each wave’s returning 
wash, she floated seaward.  
“Goodbye Hall.” 
“Come back. I don’t like it,” Hall shouted. 
“Do you see?” 
She knew he didn’t. The point was, there was a gutter beside the rock pool in which 
the current ran straight out to sea. The current did not run straight around to the beach, as 
everyone assumed. Sarah knew from being in the tinny that you would drift back towards 
the beach once you were fifty metres out. With strong confident strokes Sarah swam back 
towards the rock. 
“Can you pull me up?” she asked. 
She propelled herself over the kelp towards Hall’s hand. He grunted with the exertion 
of dragging her up.  
“What are you trying to say?” Hall said. 
“As I demonstrated, a dead person, tossed in, would float straight out to sea. Never to 
be seen again. Shark bait out there. Unless the person was alive when they fell in.” 
“Or alive when they were pushed in.” 
“Right. Either they would swim back to these rocks, try to get out, but it would be 
pretty hard to navigate the kelp alone. Or you would try to swim along the rocks, toward 
the beach.” 
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“Continue,” Hall looked where she pointed. 
“The weather was rotten when Anja disappeared. Big surf. I would struggle to swim 
from here to the beach without being smashed on the rocks, or strangled in the kelp.” 
“I don’t think Anja Traugott was an Iron Woman.” 
“No,” Sarah smiled. “The only way she could have ended up on the beach was if she 
was tossed dead, or alive, off a boat out at sea, or if she tried to swim around the rocks, 
drowned in the process, and drifted down to the beach.” 
“We don’t know the precise spot where she entered the water.” 
Sarah nodded. “I’ve dived around here. All along here sucks straight out to sea. There 
is no natural drift to the beach until you get into that sheltered section past the bottle 
brush up there.” 
“What about the boat theory?” 
“Don and Bunghole. That’s your department. Ask them.” 
“We’ll know more when the autopsy results come through.” Hall studied the dark 
churning water. “I would not want to fall in there. So she is pushed in, tries to swim to the 
beach, drowns, washes up?” 
“You better give me an editorial credit.” 
“A long shot,” he said. 
He obviously didn’t think it was such a long shot. He was quiet as they walked back 
along the beach, and when they said goodbye at the bottom of the Avery’s track, he asked 
her to explain the current movements once again. 
* 
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It was pointless to compare people. Sarah had always hated being compared to anyone. 
But Hall introduced things to her which, in her experiences with other men, she had not 
had the chance to know she appreciated. A challenging conversation was one. Although 
they both voted Green, their ideas were polar opposite. They had spoken at length about 
the practise of including hormones and antibiotics in the feed on farms. Sarah believed in 
moderation, there was a science to it after all, but Hall was adamant it would have long 
term effects on wild fish and sea life populations. She never could discuss anything in 
depth with Jake. If she mentioned John Howard or a foreign president he would just say, 
oh, that dickhead, and there would be nothing left to talk about. 
Today, watching Hall watching the boat, his hands on his hips and his board shorts 
clinging to his thin thighs, Sarah had felt affection. His wholesomeness was another one 
of the things she liked. It was peculiar how the polar opposite of what attracted you to 
one man could be the precise thing that would attract you to another.  
Deception, the thrill of an illicit relationship, had fuelled her attraction for Jake. 
Hiding it from the others at work had been part of the fun. In hindsight, people weren’t as 
stupid as the two of them had thought. When she told the story to Hall, the events had 
turned into a self-deprecating story where she was a lecherous boss and Jake an 
emotional moron. 
“Don’t screw the crew is the moral to the story,” Sarah had said. 
Hall had laughed and she cut him off. “Look, I don’t want to slag him off. Women 
who slag off their exes often have more problems than the ex.”  
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Besides, it was boring to listen to. As her thoughts shifted back to Hall she grinned. 
For the first time since she left Eumundi her thoughts about Jake had not been 
accompanied by a gut ache and cold sweats. 
* 
They jogged up the old tip road, past the first burnt bridge, through the scrub and down 
towards the lagoon. It had been raining for most of the morning and mudded water 
dredged the steep hillside. Sand and crumpled leaves washed between the paper barks, 
dumping them in a sticky mess around the base of bleached gum trees. As the ground 
flattened they jogged side by side, occasionally bumping against each other with the 
deliberateness of newly intimate lovers. She had not exercised for a while and it felt good 
to stretch her legs. Hall ran unevenly beside her; she could tell he didn’t run often. 
“He won’t speak to me,” Hall spoke in rough puffs. “He will if you’re there.” 
It was the third time he had asked her to take him to Roger’s place. She didn’t want to 
escort Hall there, not in his capacity as a journalist. It didn’t feel right. 
They paused at the bottom of the gulley. Dappled green light from the eucalyptus 
canopy cast patterns on the sand. Potable water flowed over the last river rocks before 
filling the lagoon. Hall scooped his cap through the water and poured it over his head. 
Beads were trapped in his stubble. He hadn’t shaved since yesterday and it suited him, 
made him appear exotic rather than a middle aged greenie.  
“No stupid questions?” 
Hall grinned. “Deal.” 
* 
 
Kelp 194 
Sarah and Hall walked east on the lagoon beach. The grey sand was stained with yellow 
frothy arches that looked like washing up scum. As they emerged from an inlet the 
campsite became visible, snatches of colour through the paperbark trees. It was an 
isolated spot to camp. The only access was by four wheel drive along the swampy shore, 
and only then if the lagoon was not too full, and there were no fallen trees blocking the 
beach. Not the most serene spot either; midgies and march flies bred in foul pockets of 
still water between the rocks and there was no breeze to ease the intimate salty smell of 
low tide.  
Roger had said the pink shells would be easy to find and he was right. There must 
have been close to one hundred of them. Sarah knelt beside the pile, swearing softly. She 
didn’t need a measuring device to see they were undersized. At least half of the shells 
couldn’t have been more than ten centimetres wide. Some were only seven; just babies. 
She glared in the direction of Bunghole’s camp. Damn thieving greedy vandals.  
“Don’t go over there. There’s no point,” Hall said. 
“If I don’t say something, who will?” 
“We’ll call the ranger. That’s his job.” 
Disgusted, she breathed, in through her nose, out through her mouth, trying to control 
her temper.  
Bunghole was stupid too. By law, you weren’t allowed to shuck or shell abalone until 
you had brought it ashore and above the high water line. He could have shucked them in 
his boat and tossed the telltale shells over the edge. 
* 
 
Kelp 195 
Roger crouched beside the cooking pit at the back of the house. There was no ocean view 
from here; bushy vines grew high above his fence. His smile slipped sideways when he 
saw Hall. 
“What’s cooking?” Hall said. 
“Hall wants to do a story on you Roger,” Sarah said. “He thought you might agree if I 
asked you.” 
Roger didn’t answer. Using tongs he slid a foil wrapped package off the coals and 
across the wet grass. 
“Snotty Trevally,” Roger said. 
“Funny name for a fish,” Hall said. 
Sarah said, “He’s slimy. It’s supposed to protect them from the jelly fish they eat. 
There’s no scientific evidence to back that up.” 
Roger peeled back a layer of foil and steam hissed out into the rain. With a fork, he 
flaked off a chunk of white, moist flesh and pushed it between his lips. He nodded with 
satisfaction.  
“Now that looks like a big one,” Hall said. “Would have taken some muscle to bring 
that in.” 
Roger folded the foil back around the fish. He shrugged.  
“Where did you catch him, mate?” Hall didn’t wait for Roger to answer. “What kind 
of rod did you use?” 
Hall’s blokey act took Sarah by surprise. There was no need for Hall to pretend that 
Roger was a mate. Roger wasn’t stupid. He knew what people thought of him. Several 
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hot coals had fallen out of the fire and were simmering on the ring of sand around the pit. 
Roger nudged them in with his boot. 
Hall was mumbling numbers, working out the size of the block. 
“How much land you got here, Roger? Eighty square feet? What would that be worth? 
Seven hundred? Seven fifty?” 
“Dunno.”  
Sarah tried to remember why Hall was there.  
“Hall wants to write a story on you. You don’t have to.” 
“Three quarters of a million, easy.” 
“Pipe down, Flynn,” Sarah was only partly joking. 
No one spoke. The ocean fizzed onto the empty beach and there was the muffled 
clatter as a car crossed the lagoon bridge.  
“It’s clagging in,” Hall nodded as though someone had asked him for a weather 
update. 
“Take some fish,” Roger said before he disappeared around the side of the house.  
“I guess that’s a no,” Sarah said. 
In the car, the fish sat between them on the bench seat. Its hot sweetness overpowered 
the Holden’s dusty smell. Hall hummed as he bunched up an old handkerchief and wiped 
the condensation off the windscreen. Sarah’s window was stuck open and rain blew in as 
they drove past the empty turnip paddocks. Shapeless white water heaved in the bay 
below.  
They ate the fillet in the guest house kitchen, straight out of the foil. Later, lying in 
Hall’s bed upstairs, she could taste the fish on his breath and it was hard to concentrate on 
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kissing him. The bedroom was stuffy, the window closed to keep the rain out. For the 
first time, it was she who pushed him away. 
* 
On Pamela’s kitchen table was her latest project; a pile of A4 posters stating, ‘A killer 
walks free. Our kids can’t.’  
“Just drawing attention to the situation,” Pamela said. “Darlene’s helping.” 
They had already pinned a dozen to signposts and trees along the main road.  
“Who’s Darlene?” Erica asked. 
“Bunghole’s wife. You know, the fat blonde woman with the terrible re-growth? She’s 
quite nice actually.” 
Flip sipped from her teacup. Her expression was one Sarah recognised from when her 
mother had fought with Erica about curfews or pocket money. 
“This one,” Pamela held up a larger poster, “this one goes at the turn off to the guest 
house. You won’t be able to drive past without seeing it.” 
Two days ago Pamela had telephoned the police and told them Gary Taylor had 
returned. They had refused to confirm whether he was the suspect reported in the paper. 
“We’re taking matters into our own hands,” she said. 
“You’re a hypocrite,” Flip said. 
Pamela’s mouth dropped like she had been slapped. Erica started to speak but Flip 
held her hand up. 
“No, I mean this,” Flip’s voice wavered with emotion. “We don’t know Gary did it. It 
could have been Don or John for all we know. This poster… Your son is in prison for 
robbery. You shouldn’t throw stones. ” 
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Pamela shuffled her posters into a pile. Flip’s hand stiffened into a claw-like hook 
where she gripped the teacup handle. Sarah had never seen her mother stand up to 
Pamela. “Maxwell has been charged and sentenced. He is repaying his debt to society. 
This is different. A killer walks free.”  
Pamela pushed her chair back and busied herself in the kitchen. Erica and Sarah 
swapped looks. In twenty years, their mother and Pamela had never had a disagreement. 
* 
In the days that followed Sarah caught more fish than she had in the past year. The ocean 
swelled and fell against the rocks with slow, satisfied sighs, simmering hungrily. Warm 
currents brought schools of Silver Trevally, full grown and hungry. She fished with 
shellfish, mussels and oysters, joking to Hall that the fish here were better fed than diners 
in any fancy restaurant. Hungry fish churned around the burley she tossed, reminding her 
of feeding times on the farm, when frenzied fish made the water appear to boil. She 
caught Trevally with pilchards, flathead with squid head, and a beautiful ten kilogram 
Striped Trumpeter with leftover squid tentacles. She threw back almost everything except 
the Striped Trumpeter. Down at the boat ramp Don and Bunghole were getting their 
backs slapped as their nets collected schools of parrot fish and mullet. 
Roger had not made an appearance on the rocks or the beach for days. There was a 
chance he had seen Hall on the rock next to her, sitting there while they waited for the 
bites, passing her the knife when it was time to clean the fish. If so, Roger would have 
shuffled away. This was a man who detoured into the sand dunes to avoid her when she 
walking with someone else on the beach.  
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It occurred to Sarah that if he hadn’t been fishing, he wouldn’t have anything to feed 
his cats. Pamela had removed the cat food from her store shelves. 
* 
No smoke wound up into the wet sky from the chimney; no light was visible from any of 
the windows. Over the cottage’s rusting shoulder, a cold vapour breathed across 
foamscum swirling on the ocean.  
Sarah waded through knee-deep grass, thick enough to be infested with snakes. The 
Coker house always looked abandoned, with the broken down, tyre-less car in the back 
yard, windows covered with newspapers and rubbish piled around the incinerator that 
was never used. The cats who usually dozed on the veranda sofa were absent.  
Sarah rapped on the back door. No answer.  
She strained to hear some kind of noise inside but all she heard were the bees dipping 
into yellow spiky flowers and a silvery skink lizard scurrying across the floorboards. 
When there was no answer to her second knock Sarah turned to leave, the fish 
wrapped in newspaper under her arm. She was almost out the gate when she sensed, 
rather than heard, someone. Hiding under the tank stand, holding a black and white cat 
with unblinking green eyes, was Roger.  
“Leftover Trevally. For the cats,” Sarah held up the parcel, deliberately not remarking 
on Roger’s strange position.  
Apart from one finger stroking the underside of the cat’s chin, Roger was motionless. 
“I thought there was no one home.”  
“I’m sick of people coming here,” his voice was rough with anger. 
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“Who has been around?” She followed his gaze, up the rutted sandy driveway twisting 
into the dusty casuarinas. The police had visited Roger several times, and Hall had been 
down once, but otherwise she couldn’t think of anyone else who would come. 
“They hurt Grumpy. And Gretel has run off again. I can’t find her anywhere.” 
“Who hurt Grumpy?  
Roger crawled out from under the tank stand and sat on the grass hill. Gently he 
stretched the cat across his knees. One of its legs twisted the wrong way, the paw 
pointing outwards.  
“They kicked him. Could have belted him over the head with a stick. They kicked 
Grumpy. What did they do that for? Now he can’t walk.” 
The cat lay still while Roger ran his hand down its thigh. When his fingers reached the 
joint the broken leg twitched and the cat let out a pained mew. 
“Grumpy was shaking on the ground, the other two were licking his face, meowing. 
Ali was hiding underneath and wouldn’t come out. I looked all round the bush around 
here and I can’t find Gretel. I can’t look any more because I don’t want to leave the 
others. And now Gretel’s been gone for two nights. Something’s got her.” 
Most people Hall had spoken to blamed Roger Coker for the deaths. Women refused 
to swim off the lagoon beach near his cottage and kids were still singing about Roger 
being a serial killer to the tune of the Teddy Bears Picnic song. Hall had visited the camp 
ground a couple of days ago and the men were swearing about how hopeless the police 
had been. Only Pamela and the police, neither of who had ruled Roger out, had open 
minds about it. 
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Sarah tore open her package. Inside were three thick, clear fillets that would sell in the 
supermarket for twenty-dollars each. She broke the fish into small pieces and scattered it 
in the grass while the cats purred around her legs. Roger remained on the ground, nursing 
the maimed black and white cat. He waved a small piece of fish meat in front of the cat’s 
nose, trying to tempt it. The cat sniffed at it but didn’t open its mouth.  
“He won’t drink milk either,” Roger said. “Something is not right. He’s crapping all 
over the place, on the carpet and on the couch. What’s wrong with you boy?” 
When the fish was gone she scrunched the paper up into a tight ball. Roger hunched 
over his cat. He looked fragile, a boy’s frame inside an old man’s body. 
“I wish they hurt me instead,” he said. 
Unfortunately, that was exactly what Sarah feared would happen next. 
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Chapter nine 
 
It was late and the gulch was silent except for the ocean slapping the rocks. Hall held the 
net ready to scoop the squid before it fell off Sarah’s jig. Bristly fibres from her fishing 
jacket brushed his bare arms. He could smell the back of her neck. She never smelt of 
shampoo or perfume, but of wool and sand, fresh bread and campfire. It was an organic 
scent that reminded him of the pleasant smell of his cat’s fur after she had been sleeping 
on grass. 
She was talking about using a torch to catch squid off the rocks. Torch light would not 
mesmerise the calamari squid they were hoping to catch. It was the arrowhead squid, who 
lived in deep water, who were attracted to the light. The calamari squid they were hoping 
to catch tonight were curious enough to come to look at the light, but it wouldn’t hold 
their interest. 
“Squid jig works for me,” she said, checking it. It looked like a prawn with barbs on 
its tail.  
“I see,” Hall tried to sound interested. Her cheek was within kissing distance.  
“Concentrate,” she murmured, “or we’ll lose it.” 
In the water the jig dipped. Hall scooped the net. The creature he lifted was 
translucent, tentacles wriggling from a cone shaped head. Sarah slid it into the bucket and 
dropped the squid jig back into the water. 
Hall’s brothers enjoyed shooting possums; Hall found it abhorrent. He imagined his 
brothers marching through the bush on the farm, rifles resting on their shoulders. 
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Outdoors under a huge night sky they would have heard nocturnal scrambling and wind 
churning through the treetops.  
Reading and writing were Hall’s hobbies, solitary pursuits pursued in privacy and 
indoors. Lately the only time he had been out at night, apart from walking home from 
work or the pub, was to attend the protest camp for the West Coast Ring road. But even 
then, camping in the Tarkine, the night was never silent. People sat around the fire 
singing or moved around the camp, making placards and plans. 
High inside the Walls of Jerusalem National Park, or on Lake St Clair’s pebbly beach, 
Hall had listened to the night. Hiking alone in the wilderness had been his tonic after 
Laura left. Often he had not built a fire, just sat in his sleeping bag in the doorway of his 
tent and listened to the nocturnal sounds of an ancient yet young wilderness. Up there in 
sub zero temperatures and unpredictable weather patterns, the remoteness of the campsite 
reduced a man’s loneliness. Waking up in the Upper Florentine Valley was infinitely 
better than waking up after a night at the Royal.  
Listening to the hush of old growth forests breathing or the ocean heave were similarly 
soothing. Sarah stared out to sea, her hands twitching the squid jig automatically. 
Calmness replaced the worried concentration so often present in her expression. Her hair 
had fallen loose from its ponytail and brushed each cheek. If he touched it, he knew, it 
would feel creamy in its softness. 
“What are you thinking about?” Hall said. 
“Murderers and horror movies. In horror movies, you only stay alive so long as you 
preserve your virginity.” 
“If the last thing I do is make love to you before I die, I’ll die a happy man.” 
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“You’re full of shit, Flynn.” 
He could see her smiling through the darkness. 
* 
They cooked the calamari on an old fire someone had built in a clearing beside the beach, 
rather than on the electric barbecues beside the shop. It would leave too much mess, they 
agreed, to build a fire on the beach. Sarah cut the squid into rings and rolled each piece in 
flour, salt and pepper. She didn’t cook them for long, just enough to brown them, and 
they ate them sitting on a blanket Sarah had brought. Hall could easily get used to this. It 
had been hours since he thought of work and his empty house in Launceston. 
When he thought about the evening later, he was surprised at how easily everything 
happened. Her body was softer than it looked in her bathers, the strong muscles on her 
arms yielding to the pressure of his fingertips. She closed her eyes every time he kissed 
her. He had not planned to have sex with her when he left the guesthouse, had not even 
brought his wallet with his one remaining condom in it. Fortunately, Sarah was prepared. 
They did it in the missionary position, his shirt a pillow beneath her head. It was 
different to the first time in the guesthouse. Sober, his senses were heightened; he could 
hear the soft sound of her hair slithering across the blanket, he could smell saltwater on 
her skin. Not since Laura had he made love sober and it was like swimming naked; illicit 
yet pure. With each breath the ocean became an inaudible whisper and the stars dimmed 
behind the creeping sea mist. 
Afterwards, lying beside her, looking up into the starless sky, Hall sang. 
“We’re the boys from the bush and we’re back in town.” 
Sarah sang the second line. “We get high when the sun goes down.” 
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They laughed, forgetting the killer lurking somewhere on the land behind them. 
* 
Hall woke early and planned to walk along the beach to clear his head. Jane had other 
ideas for him. She was in the yard, moving a huge pile of chopped wood and stacking it 
under the Nissan hut ramp. Hall did not mind helping. He whistled as he worked. His 
phone beeped three times but he ignored it. It wasn’t even eight o’clock. 
“You don’t want to answer that in front of me?” Jane said. 
“It’s not that,” Hall said. It was too early to allow Christine to ruin his day. 
Jane watched him, chewing her lip. “Gary’s your suspect, isn’t he? The one helping 
police with enquiries.” 
Hall shrugged. “You know you never mentioned he lived at Pyengana.” 
“You never asked.” Jane shook a Daddy long legs spider off a piece of wood and 
crushed it with her boot. 
“Did he do it?” Hall said as she stacked wood onto his open arms until the pile reached 
his nose. 
“Don’t ask me.” 
It was her standard response. There were many things about Jane which Hall was 
curious to have explained. She didn’t respond well to personal questions. He focused the 
conversation on the murder case. 
“If you don’t mind me saying so, people are going to think it strange him turning up 
now,” Hall said. 
Jane used her index finger to give the finger to an imaginary audience.  
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“You know that’s the wrong finger,” Hall raised his middle finger and showed her the 
right way to give the finger. “You’re supposed to do it like this.” 
“Says who?” Jane practised giving the finger using Hall’s technique. “Doesn’t feel 
right.”  
“You’re old school,” Hall laughed. 
* 
The six o’clock news ran Sam’s letter in a bottle story straight after the weather. There 
was no television at the guest house so Hall did not see it. Pamela did. They had recorded 
it on the Seabourne’s front deck and Simone had been done up to the nines, according to 
Pamela. The Voice was spread across Pamela’s counter when Hall entered the shop to 
buy coffee. With the tips of her French polished fingers Pamela tapped the newsprint 
photo of Sam on the rocks. 
“I know how your deadlines work but other people won’t,” she said. “It looks like they 
had the idea first.” 
Hall left the shop without buying anything. He was furious. Damn that Simone, and 
damn this stupid job. He damned himself for caring. Christ, it was a warm fuzzy, not 
worth getting angry about. But he was, anger twisted through his gut and he cursed 
Simone, and WIN news, and Pamela for knowing that it would upset him. As the 
speedometer on his Holden reached fifty he didn’t ease the pressure on the accelerator. 
The wheels jarred over the corrugations and he took it up to sixty, then seventy. Only 
when the stick reached eighty-five and the expanse of ocean beyond the shoulder of the 
hill moved too fast for him to see it properly did he ease his foot back. 
* 
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Hall filled his day with interviews. He had a list of easy stories he had been neglecting in 
favour of the murder story. Local planning, irate neighbours, human interest; stories that 
involved drinking cups of tea and listening to interminable back stories. His final 
interview was with Allen Bennett, a well known and popular retired race horse trainer. 
Benno’s horse had escaped its paddock. What made it newsworthy was the fact that the 
horse, Marbles, had won the Launceston Cup four times. No other horse had achieved 
this. 
The story would probably run on the merit of the headline alone, Allen Bennett’s Lost 
His Marbles. Usually Hall would have chuckled at that, today he barely managed a grim 
smile. 
* 
Four beers into the evening and Hall still hadn’t filed the copy he needed to. He leaned 
back on his chair to see the fishing boats anchoring for the night. Three shacks stood 
between him and Sarah. Three fibro, weatherboard and tin dwellings and a couple of 
acres of saltbush. You could walk it in less than ten minutes. And then what? Stand 
outside in the dark peering in at the lantern lit shack and the family sitting around the 
table playing Scrabble and sipping cups of tea. One of the good Samaritans around here 
would report him for sure. Anyway, Sarah had probably gone to bed. She had told him 
she wanted an early night. They had plans to meet at the boat ramp just before dawn. 
That was hours away. 
Pressed against the neck of his stubby, his lips curled into a wry smile. Take it easy, 
mate. You’re getting soft in your old age. Images flicked through his mind; the shadows 
beneath each rib cage bone, the stretch marks like creamy spider webs on her breasts. 
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There was nothing about her naked body he did not like. In the darkness she was 
friendlier to him than she was in the day. Outside the shop she had stiffened when he 
tried to hold her hand and pretended to search for something in her pocket. By the beach 
last night it was she who moved his hands across her body. She liked him and the 
knowledge undid his doubts.  
The computer screen turned to black and he rapped the keyboard. For the best part of 
the last hour he had laboured over a boring story. It was a complex dispute between two 
shack owners concerning an illegal addition. His best quotes were possibly defamatory 
and he had spent too long trying to tweak it into something publishable. Earlier in the 
evening he had filed a story on the property glut which had taken just ten minutes to 
knock up. He was fast when he had the right material. Now that was a decent story. Real 
estate agents with windows full of coastal property and no buyers, land going cheaper 
than it had for a decade. No one wanted to buy in an area where a serial killer was at 
large. Surely that would feed the beast for today. He switched the computer off. 
* 
Jane was drinking on the veranda as she did every night. She poured him a generous 
measure of scotch, ignoring his half-hearted refusal. An hour later, Hall felt calmer. He 
smoked Jane’s cigarettes as she remembered better times. Jane talked about the days 
when politicians were motivated by a desire to represent the people who elected them. 
Hall was agreeable. It was unusually warm, even for January, and the midgies weren’t 
biting.  
“Well I’ll be,” Jane said when they realised they had attended the same tiny primary 
school in Bothwell, at different times of course. 
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It was unlikely their families were friends, Jane’s father was a logger; Hall’s parents 
organised logging protests from their self-sufficient farm. 
“I didn’t pick you for a greenie,” Jane said. “Although you’ve got the right car for it.” 
“Should I be insulted by that?”  
“I always think it strange that greenies drive old cars which are more polluting than 
newer models.” 
“What I find hard to understand are people who don’t look past their next pay check. 
You can’t replace the old growth.” 
“Where do you want to get your newspaper pages from? Brazil? You reckon they 
practice sustainable logging?” Jane said. 
“Logging here is not the answer.” 
“It’s easy to criticise people who can’t wait for pay day when your own lifestyle is 
secure. I bet you had lots of meat on the farm. Sausages and mince, that’s all my mother 
could manage.” 
“Let’s agree to disagree.”  
One of the dogs howled at something moving in the bushes. 
Jane glanced at the kennels. “Diesel. Been jumpy since that fat penguin attacked him.” 
Hall laughed, Don Gunn did resemble an overweight penguin. “You’re not worried 
someone’s skulking around here?” 
“Wouldn’t be the first time. I caught Simone Seabourne’s son over here more than 
once this summer. Last time he climbed up on the tank stand and was looking through the 
bathroom window at one of my guests.” 
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Hall sucked his cigarette the wrong way and wheezed. His mind churned through 
unclear thoughts. Why had she not mentioned this before? Sam Seabourne. Hall hadn’t 
considered him as a suspect. Had Hall been blindsided by the attention his story about the 
bikini top turning up had brought? No. That wasn’t it. A seventeen-year-old boy with no 
friends who wanted to look at women in states of undress; it might not be socially 
acceptable but it didn’t make him a murderer. 
Jane was watching him. “Was before Anja got here.” 
“What did you do?” 
“Let the dog off. He won’t do it again.” 
Jane’s laughter rattled from her body. This was not the first time Hall had seen her 
sense of humour accessed by tales of boyhood foolishness. Maybe she would have been 
less sour if she had raised a child.  
“You would have been a good mum,” he said without thinking. 
Jane tried to pour herself another drink but the bottle was empty. She lit a cigarette and 
sniffed. “Story of my fucking life.” 
In hindsight, Hall should have said good night then. Instead, to change the subject, he 
found himself talking about the novel he wrote after Laura left. He had typed until his 
eyes were bloodshot every night for three weeks straight. Nearly two hundred pages 
about a sheep farmer whose wife slept with his best friend, a contract shearer. In the end, 
the farmer ran over the shearer with his tractor. 
“It’s fiction. I never tried to kill Dan.” Hall caught himself slurring; he was drunker 
than he had realised. He tried to remember what he had for dinner but nothing came to 
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mind. Nauseous from the cigarettes, Hall went inside for a glass of water. When he 
returned, Jane was sliding her thongs on. 
“Better call it quits,” she said. “Got work to do tomorrow.” 
He only meant to press his lips briefly to her wrinkled cheek. As he leaned forward 
Jane turned and their lips pressed together. Two seconds was all it took; her tongue felt 
furry in his mouth. His snorted laughter surprised them both. 
“For God’s sake!” she said. 
It was unclear who she was admonishing. The bottle and glasses clashed as she 
scooped them up and the screen door slammed behind her. 
* 
Half-drunk, half-stunned, Hall listened to his phone messages, his pen tapping on a fresh 
page in his notebook.  
Christine had called at 10pm. Working late. Her message effectively put to bed a 
series of terse emails she had sent. It wasn’t that she didn’t like the property glut story, 
Christine said, she was just hoping for more blood and guts, wanted him to come down 
hard on the police and their ineffectual effort to date. Get investigative, she suggested. He 
knew what she wanted, something gritty enough for the subs to slap a sensational 
headline across the front page. The message ended with Christine’s needling voice 
saying, “This is your chance.”  
For Christ’s sake, did she want him to make something up? 
* 
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Eddystone Cove was pristine at dawn. The ocean surface swirled in response to a deep 
current. Cold air and his relief at having escaped the guest house without seeing Jane 
tempered Hall’s hangover.  
On the beach a dog dodged the white water. It must have escaped its owner. The 
distant snap of the dog’s bark was the only sound in the quiet dawn.  
Fishing in silence, Hall envied Sarah’s ability to focus. Christine and Jane had kept 
him awake well into the night. 
Hall’s line pulled. Was that a bite? Peering past the kelp into the deceptively tropical 
water, he looked for the end of his line. Imitating Sarah’s smooth technique he wound the 
line in. Something bounced out of the water and he furiously spun the reel. 
“Got one!”  
He swung the rod around and the fish flapped on the rock. It was ugly with brown 
blotches and big red eyes. 
“I got one,” Hall shouted again.  
He squatted beside his fish. It was swelling up, its mouth opening and closing with a 
strange sucking noise. Sarah clambered down the rocks to look. 
“Chuck it back, mate,” she said. 
“You can’t tell me that’s too small.” 
“It’s a toad fish.”  
“What’s wrong with a toad fish?” Hall pulled the line towards him and the fish flipped 
a metre in the air.  
“Poisonous.” 
Hall was surprised by how disappointed he felt. “I could take it back for the dogs.” 
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“If you want to kill the dogs. We can’t even use that one for bait. Careful. He bites. 
Those little teeth can bite through fish hooks and bones.” 
Hall held the toad fish while Sarah slipped the hook out of its mouth. She flipped it 
with the toe of her sneaker into the sea. It floated on the surface as though it were dead 
before disappearing into the shadowy water.  
“Don’t chew your fingernails if you don’t want to get sick,” she added. 
If Hall ever went to a fishing trivia night, he would want Sarah on his team. In the 
fortnight since he had met her, she had taught him more fishing secrets than he reckoned 
The Voice’s fishing editor knew. One of her tricks was to scatter diced steak into the 
water. When she did this the surface erupted with Tailor, pretty fish with blue-green 
backs and forked tails. She explained the secret was to only scatter tiny particles of steak 
so you weren’t feeding the fish, just tempting their tastebuds. Sometimes she used 
cuttlefish or squid. Tailor were greedy; in a feeding frenzy they regurgitated so they 
could eat more.  
Hall had not yet caught a fish but if he did, he knew what to do. She had shown him 
how to hold a fish against the rock and cut under its throat in two decisive movements, 
letting it bleed before putting it away in the bucket. 
The sun was a dizzyingly bright ball above the horizon when they finished. Sarah had 
caught six Tailor which Hall carried back to the beach in the bucket. Up near the high 
tide line a person wandered, stooping to pick up long fringes of seaweed which were 
shoved into a garbage bag. It was Jane. Hall recognised the skinny white legs and 
uncombed grey hair poking out of her black cap. He hesitated; there was no way to leave 
the beach without her seeing him. Unencumbered by the heavy bucket, Sarah was 
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striding up the beach toward Jane. She was too far away to hear his weak call to stop. He 
repeated her name but she didn’t hear. Any louder and Jane would hear his panic. By the 
time he caught up to them, Sarah and Jane were side by side, watching the dog. 
“How are you Hall?” Jane didn’t look at him. 
“Good. Tired. Got a lot of work to do today, you know how it is.”  
“I wouldn’t actually.” 
Jane whistled with two fingers in her mouth. The dog didn’t respond. She wiped the 
saliva on her shorts and shook her head. Hall squinted down the beach. The dog had 
something in its mouth. Drift-wood or possibly one of the dead fairy penguins that had 
washed in with the storm. The dog tossed the thing up and pounced with his front paws, 
barking. He leaned down and rolled his toy on the sand. He looked like a black dingo, his 
hind legs straight and his tailing beating the air. 
Sarah handed her rod to Jane. “I’ll get him.” 
“I’ll go,” said Jane but Sarah was already jogging down the beach. 
Uncertain of what else to do, they followed her. Jane swallowed and exhaled; the 
sounds uncomfortably human on the empty beach. She wasn’t going to pretend that 
nothing had happened. Damn it. She wasn’t that type of woman.  
“I enjoyed talking to you last night,” she rasped. She must have smoked at least a 
packet of Holidays last night. “I don’t get much chance for conversation with an 
intelligent man.” 
“I was pretty fuzzy when I woke up this morning,” Hall said. “Can’t remember much. 
Sorry if I was out of line.” 
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“Cut it out.” Her lips were slack, her eyes hidden behind her black Ray Bans. “I 
misread the situation. All that scotch didn’t help. Sorry.” 
“Jane…” 
“Don’t.” She stopped him with the palm of her hand. “Something else I wanted to tell 
you. You were asking why I didn’t tell everyone where Gary was?” 
“I shouldn’t have asked. It’s not my business Jane.” 
“Well you did ask. So you can listen. That man hated being married to me so much he 
had to go and live in a shed up the back of Pyengana for ten years. No running water. 
Long drop – no septic tank. Gary doesn’t even have a window to look out of. I didn’t 
want everyone knowing.” 
Down the beach, Sarah held the dog by the neck. She was waving. The wave went on 
and on. Jane dragged her garbage bag towards Sarah faster. Hall followed in the foul 
wake of decomposing seaweed. 
Under Sarah’s firm grip on its collar the dog jerked its head upwards. A polished 
white bone was clenched between the dog’s teeth. 
“Help me get this out of his mouth,” she said. 
Around her the sand was ripped up from the dog’s game. Half a dozen white bones lay 
where the tide had dumped them. 
“It’s just a bone,” Hall said. 
“Are you an idiot? It’s human.” 
Stung by her unexpected vitriol, Hall gaped as Sarah whacked the dog on his snout. 
The animal ducked and ran backwards in a circle, his jaw clamped on his prize. Jane 
kicked the bones into a pile and protected them with her garbage bag. 
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Feeling hopeless for just watching, Hall jumped on the dog and wrestled it between his 
legs. Slippery with saliva, the bone was locked by the dog’s jaw.  
“Drop it,” Hall tugged at the bone. 
“You’ll break his teeth,” Jane shouted. 
“Whack him on the nose Hall,” Sarah said. 
Hall let go, feeling foolish. The dog backed away, growling through clenched teeth at 
Hall, and sprinted up into the casuarinas at the back of the beach. Jane followed.  
Sarah carried the bones up into the soft sand, away from the next high tide.  
“What do we do now?” she said. 
“The person is dead. Another day won’t hurt them. I will notify the police by close of 
business today. I promise.” This was front page, breaking news if he managed it properly.  
“Jesus, Hall.” 
Hall tried to breathe slowly. “If we ring the authorities now, it will be all over the 
evening news. I’m just proposing that we delay telling them by a few hours.” He held out 
to Sarah the bucket of fish. “Please.”  
She took it and he exhaled. “I’m not hurting anyone,” he said as he picked up Jane’s 
garbage bag of seaweed. 
“Where are you going?” 
“I have to make sure she doesn’t tell anyone,” he yelled over his shoulder as he left the 
beach. 
* 
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Hall filed his story about the bones, ate lunch, wrote some questions for his next 
interview, then called the police. By then it was three pm, too late for the evening news to 
scoop his story. Radio would pick it up, but he could live with that.  
When he saw the police car speed past he took his camera and walked down to the 
wharf. A crowd was gathering on the jetty. It was the best vantage point to watch the 
local police cordoning off the beach. Judging by the excited commentary it was not fear 
or concern which motivated them to come out of their comfortable shacks and campsites 
but a macabre voyeurism. 
“Human bones have washed up on the beach,” Pamela said. “That’s the police there 
now. That could be our missing girl.” 
“I heard there were serrated cuts on the bones, like someone had had a go with a saw,” 
Bunghole said. 
“Two words for you Keith. Shark bite,” John said and he shared a chuckle with Don. 
“Jane Taylor’s dog was playing with them. Isn’t that disgusting?” Pamela said. 
“Who said that?” Hall asked. 
“Sarah told us,” Pamela said.  
“I didn’t say it like that,” Sarah acknowledged Hall with a nod and then returned her 
attention to the beach. 
Her fascination with this case verged on unhealthy. At first he had been flattered with 
the attention her interest had given him; now her absorption bothered him. She had even 
speculated on it the other night, after they had had sex, when they were naked. 
Annoyed, Hall walked to the end of the jetty and stood by himself. Roger was crossing 
the dusty wharf. A hush replaced the chatter as he walked onto the jetty. Pamela and Don 
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moved slightly; the effect was that they would not have to greet the man. Bunghole and 
his friends were talking about Roger in barely lowered voices. 
“What the fuck is he doing here?” someone muttered. 
Roger didn’t hear. He grinned and asked what was happening. There was a moment 
where it seemed no one was going to answer. Bunghole finally called out an answer. 
“Bones, mate. What do you reckon about that?” 
Roger kept smiling, his blue eyes scanning the crowd. His had his hands so deep in his 
pockets it gave his thin shoulders an awkward, sloping posture. It looked like Roger was 
clenching and unclenching his fingers; the fabric of his trousers slid up and down his 
legs. Hall expected Sarah to assist Roger, to stand beside him at the least, but she was 
focused on the beach with her back to everyone. Hall stepped into the space between 
Roger and the crowd. 
“Roger. How are you?” Hall asked. 
“Very well thank you. Very well indeed. I’m good thanks. And how are you 
yourself?” 
To stop Roger’s nervous small talk Hall explained about how he found the bones with 
Sarah. He outlined the story he had written for tomorrow’s paper. Hopefully, Hall said, 
the police would be able to DNA and carbon test the bones and find some further 
information on the crimes. 
Sam interjected. “They’ll be seal bones. Or whale.” 
“Do you know how big whale bones are?” Pamela said. “That’s the stupidest thing I 
ever heard.” 
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“Stop it,” Simone’s high pitch surprised everyone. “His father was an oceanographer. 
Sam would know better than anyone what the bones are.” 
“Whatever,” Sam shook his long hair over his eyes. 
Pamela rearranged her sunglasses on the top of her head and made a face at Flip. 
Meanwhile, Bunghole moved closer to Roger. He was backed by a dozen men and 
women, some holding children. Bunghole had his hands on his hips, which were thrust 
forward, and his chin out; the typical stance of a short man who wished he was taller. 
Hall contemplated saying something to calm people down; but then again, if they didn’t 
let their tension out now it would re-emerge later, perhaps when he wasn’t there.  
“Coker. You could go over and sign your confession now,” Bunghole said. “Save 
yourself a trip into town.” 
“Maybe you should,” Sarah said without turning around. 
“Why should I?” 
“Just leave him alone. Let the police sort this out,” Flip’s voice shook.  
Bunghole’s wife piped up. “Nothing criminal about our lot. None of us have a son in 
jail for holding up Chicken Feed.” 
The campers laughed. Pamela and Don squirmed. Sarah had mentioned their son being 
jailed for a gambling related problem; she didn’t say he had tried to rob a two-dollar 
shop. Hall pretended to cough. 
“Donald. Don’t just stand there,” Pamela said. 
“What do you want me to do?” Don said. 
“Nothing. You never do bloody anything.” Pamela turned to Bunghole and his wife. 
She spoke without her usual careful enunciation; she sounded like Jane. “Everyone here, 
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they all reckon it was you,” Pamela pointed at Bunghole, then she pointed at John, Flip, 
Erica, Sarah, Simone and Don. “They reckon you killed that girl.” 
“Don’t blame us. You think it too,” Flip turned on Pamela. 
“No. No I don’t. I’ve always said it was Gary Taylor.” 
“Since he came back three days ago,” Flip said. “Before that you said Bung – Keith.” 
“Gary Taylor didn’t do it. I knew the man. Speed wouldn’t,” Bunghole had to look up 
to yell at Pamela. “Probably was your husband; I’d do something like that if I was 
married to you. Blaming a man who’s not even here to defend himself!” 
“Well where’s Gary Taylor been these last ten years? A man doesn’t disappear for no 
reason,” Pamela shouted back. “Don’t you shout at me, Keith.” 
John had stepped away, slightly distancing himself from the discussion but watching 
with an odd smile. Simone clapped her hands. She was standing between the two groups 
and kept clapping, slowly and dramatically, for longer than was necessary to get 
everyone’s attention. This was more entertaining than a logging protest. 
“All right, Simone,” Flip said. 
Simone clasped her hands. “What are you doing? What are you thinking? Blaming 
each other. It’s counter-productive. I remember the days when we were all friends, 
sharing the catch of the day on the beach, popping into each other’s homes or the lagoon 
campsite. What has happened to you people? Shame. Shame.” 
Flip groaned. “That never happened. You live in a dream.” 
“Maybe I do. But it’s better than being part of this,” Simone gestured broadly at 
everyone. 
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The police crew on the beach were forgotten as the people on the jetty glared at each 
other. Overhead, a lone seagull flapped hard in the windless sky. 
“Call it a night, I think,” Hall said to no one in particular.  
Bunghole and his group left the jetty. They climbed into their various cars and flat tray 
utilities and drove away. Simone dragged her son by the hand and they followed.  
“I don’t think he did do it,” Roger said. “Gary wasn’t here either.” 
“We’ll never know, Roger,” John said. 
They watched the police. It looked like they were preparing to leave. 
“I’m not standing here any longer,” Sarah pushed past everyone. “I can’t stand it. You 
all just stand here gawking and you don’t even know what is going on. I’m going over 
there to find out.” 
“Hey hey,” Erica said. “Make way for Miss Marple.” 
Eager for relief, Pamela, Don, Flip and John laughed. Sarah stopped, her face bright 
red. Erica’s fluty flight attendant voice carried across the gathering. 
“Yep, forget forensic teams and The Voice’s special investigation, we have our own 
sleuth. She found the body, she visits the crime scene every day looking for clues, she 
patrols the bush tracks and has itemised the tip! People, if you could stop throwing 
rubbish in there each day, that would help Sarah the Sleuth because she has to keep going 
back to update her refuse inventory!” 
Everyone was laughing now. Even Roger, although Hall suspected he didn’t know 
what he was laughing at. Sarah hovered, her cheeks flushed with embarrassment. She 
looked like she was about to swear at Erica. Instead, she walked so fast she was almost 
running when she crossed the empty wharf turning circle, away from the beach.  
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Partly sorry for her, partly stung by her indifference to him, Hall wandered down the 
jetty. The water lapped the soaked remains of the three hundred-year-old Tasmanian oaks 
holding up the jetty floor. He crouched and rubbed his hand against one of the time-
smoothed stumps. Over his shoulder, the remaining people faded in the twilight. Framed 
by the old fishing shacks and boat sheds with their peeling painted timber and stacks of 
broken craypots, the scene looked ominous. If this was a movie, he imagined, the 
murderer would be watching through a slit in one of those sheds, biding his time as he 
chose his next victim. Pamela would make a nice twist he thought and then censored 
himself. There was no need to be nasty. 
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Chapter 10 
 
From the beach, Sarah saw Roger pottering in his yard. He was tying bailing twine 
around the gate that led to his beach track. Judging from how much of the strong orange 
string he was using, he didn’t plan to use the gate for a while.  
Roger nodded gravely when Sarah told him she had placed the call to the ranger 
concerning the abalone shells. 
“Maybe they’ll leave you alone now they have this to worry about,” she said. 
“They won’t leave me alone. I can’t stop them and they know that.” 
Roger stopped winding bailing twine.  
“When I was at school I use to catch the country bus that runs down from Anson’s 
Bay,” he said. “Doesn’t run anymore. The other kids called me names, horrible names. 
That was when Grandma was in jail. They threw my shoes out the window and made me 
sit on the floor. You don’t want to know what Mum was like when I came home without 
my shoes. Other things those kids did I wouldn’t tell a nice lady like you.” 
“Shit.” 
“People say children are cruel. It’s not children. It’s people,” Roger said. 
It was the most words he had ever spoken to her at one time. 
* 
When she returned to the shack Sarah flicked through the day’s paper. The front page 
headline was huge. Bones wash onto beach: possible human remains. In case readers of 
The Voice didn’t draw the connection, there were photos of Chloe Crawford and Anja 
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Traugott. There was nothing on abalone poaching. Not that she expected anything yet; it 
would take the ranger a day or two to push the paperwork through. 
After Roger had finished telling her his story, she had placed a hand on him. Her 
thumb rubbed the underside of his forearm, she could feel the bone through the soft 
downy skin. Her fingers slid up and down, grinding over his coarse arm hair. It must have 
been at least a minute before he removed his arm from her grasp. 
* 
Warm wind blowing low across the farm land towards the coast collected flecks of dirt 
that stuck to the sunscreen on Sarah’s skin. In the dry heat her beach towel had turned 
into salty stubble.  
“Can you smell smoke?” Erica called from the other end of the veranda. 
Sarah didn’t answer. She had not spoken to her sister since yesterday and the scene on 
the jetty. She sniffed, something was burning. Assuming it was someone barbecuing their 
lunch, Sarah closed her eyes.  
It was Pamela who warned them. She was driving to every shack, alerting residents. 
“Fire’s burning at the tip,” Pamela shouted as she came up the ramp. “Don’t panic. It’s 
contained. No need to evacuate.” 
Sarah and Erica jumped off their banana lounges. A single plume of smoke spouted 
out of the bush behind the lagoon. It curled into the blue sky until high gusts of wind 
tossed it. Erica sprinted inside to get her camera.  
Pamela’s rings glinted in the sun as she listed on her fingers the preparations she had 
made for a major bushfire. “I’ve had the yard mowed, and the park. We have proper 
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chemical extinguishers, three of them. I have fire blankets, two tanks almost full and two-
and-a-half lengths of hose. I’ve done everything.” 
“You’re making me nervous,” Sarah said. 
Orange dust balls moved in both directions along the long straight road beside the 
beach. More traffic than Sarah had ever seen on that stretch. It was the only route out of 
there, unless you had a boat. She walked around to the front of the shack. It was offshore. 
So long as the wind didn’t change, the shacks were safe. 
“Back in the car, darling. I’m coming,” Pamela shouted to Don, who was crossing the 
backyard. The grass was long enough to cover his shoes. It hadn’t been mowed in 
months. In fact, nothing about the shack was fire proof. Gutters stuffed with bird nests 
and debris, wooden boards brittle from the harsh east coast sun. One loose spark on the 
roof and the structure would incinerate like kindling. 
“You said you would be quick,” Don smiled. “Are you having a cup of tea?” 
“I’m coming,” Pamela rolled her eyes for Sarah’s benefit. “How many times do I need 
to tell him something?” 
After Pamela left, Sarah sat watching the smoke. Within half an hour the sky was 
mottled grey. Apart from the ocean, the world was soundless. No gulls cawed, no 
sparrows scratched in the scrub below. Sarah went to find the mower. 
* 
The fire had started in one of the old car wrecks beside the tip. To contain it, some of the 
men had used crow bars to slide the wreck into the trench. Now it was burning harder; 
even though he was two hundred metres away Hall could feel the heat coming through 
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the eucalyptus scrubland. What was going to be a filler with a picture on fire management 
had turned into a half page story on a disaster waiting to happen. 
Hall wasn’t trying to eavesdrop. But Pamela and Don, lifting eskies from the back of 
their Range Rover, were whispering and it caught his attention.  
“If you’re sure it was him, Donald, you need to tell the police.” 
“They’ve had enough people spreading rumours.” 
“It’s not a rumour.” 
Don muttered something. Hall pretended to check the batteries in his camera. Without 
turning his head he could see Don, his hands either side of an open esky containing 
sandwiches and bottled water. 
“No one cares what you think, Donald. It’s what you saw.” 
“Yes, yes,” Don threw one of his hands up into the air. 
“It probably wasn’t him.” 
“I had to pull over to let him pass. It was the Valiant, no mistake.” 
“Watch your back when you lift that – I’ve got enough to do without you putting your 
back out again,” Pamela snapped the lid of the esky closed. “Fire bugs incense me.” 
* 
By nine pm Sarah had driven Jane’s Land Cruiser between the fire and Pamela’s more 
than ten times. Jane reckoned her eyes weren’t good enough to drive in the long glaring 
twilight and Sarah wasn’t arguing. A plastic water tank was strapped to the Land 
Cruiser’s trailer and their job was to fill it with water from the shop’s concrete tank and 
bring it back to the fire. Bunghole and the other men were pumping water with 
Bunghole’s generator. The plan was to wet down the bush on all sides of the tip and 
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contain the fire. High winds were forecast, southerly too, which would blow it right 
through the shacks. Roger’s would be hit first, and if the flames were dragged with the 
wind, every other shack up to the boat ramp would be next. The timber frames would not 
stand a chance. Embers wafted through the air like shooting stars. It would be pretty if it 
wasn’t so dangerous.  
Trouble was, the fire was growing balls. Each time Sarah floored the accelerator over 
the crest of the hill, one hand on the horn to warn pedestrians, flames rose higher in the 
eucalyptus canopy. The air felt hotter, a hot dryer blowing through her open window.  
Riding in the tray Don smacked his hand against the roof.  
“Back it up another inch, girl,” he shouted and she released the heavy clutch. His 
voice was hard; he rarely raised his voice. All afternoon Don had yelled instructions at 
everyone. 
“Almost. Stop.” Don jumped down and ran around to attach the pipe. She suspected he 
was enjoying it as much as she was. 
Sarah was guzzling water from a peeling Mount Franklin bottle when Jane stuck her 
head through the open window. 
“Smiley’s not home and he’s not here,” Jane said. 
“Right,” Sarah said. 
“Well, where the hell is he?” 
“Does it matter?” 
“If this turns, his is the first place to cop it.” 
“Did you go down there?” 
“Someone had to, didn’t they.” 
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What Jane didn’t say, but Sarah knew, was that Pamela had not bothered driving down 
Roger’s potholed sand trap of a driveway.  
“So long as he’s not home, I guess that’s all that matters.” Hopefully his cats would 
smell the danger and flee. “Jane?” 
The older woman turned. 
“Keep it to yourself, won’t you… that we don’t know where he is.” Absence could be 
mistaken for guilt. They didn’t need people jumping to conclusions. Jane understood.  
“Gotcha.” 
At sunset the entire sky turned red and the ocean took on a strange glow. Driving hard, 
Sarah felt wired, as alert as when she was belting her mountain bike over rough terrain. 
Every second counted, every decision had to be the right one. Things that kept a woman 
lying in endless darkness worrying were irrelevant. 
* 
Hall heard the burning car’s fuel tank explode from the safety of the main road. It 
sounded like gunfire. Lucky Bunghole and his crew had shoved it into the trench. When 
it was safe to have a look, the heat coming from the burning wreckage made it impossible 
to stand close enough to see the vehicle. By the time the flames subsided enough to see 
the car, it was too dark to identify it. It looked like the Valiant, but Hall was not sure. 
Sarah would know, but she was so busy enacting her superhero fantasy he had not had a 
chance to speak to her. He stared through the darkness, imagining the state of a human 
body in the wreckage. It would have to be identified with dental records, or DNA. He 
was not a forensics expert but he was pretty sure the cause of death would be impossible 
to ascertain. Fire did its job thoroughly. 
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* 
Sarah cheered under her breath when she heard the explosion. She was coming up the 
crest of the hill and she pressed her foot down, leaning forward to watch the road, 
conscious of Don in the back. They dumped their load of water and returned to the tank 
for more. She risked a glance at the Coker cottage as she drove past. No light in the 
windows, nothing to suggest he was home. Soon as she had this fire under control she 
would have a closer look. Maybe he was hiding under the tank stand again.  
By the time they got back people were using words such as “contained” and “under 
control” to describe the fire. 
“Simmering like a pork chop,” Don said as he climbed out of the land rover. “I 
deserve a beer.”  
Sarah remained in the Land Cruiser, her hands on the wheel, the engine running. 
Everyone was standing around the trench, towels covering their faces, patting each other 
on the back for their handiwork. She did not share their exuberance. She reversed swiftly, 
tapping the horn until she was back on the gravel road. 
* 
It was a jovial scene once the fire was dead. Bunghole and the blokes worked the hoses, 
tossing their empty VB cans into the drenched, simmering pits. Pamela and Flip arranged 
food on a table as though they were at a school fair. Hall posed the St Helens fire fighters 
in front of their bush fire engine. They grinned, the comfortable smiles of men who knew 
they did a good job. Everyone liked firemen and gave a cheer as they drove into the 
night. 
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Jane’s land cruiser romped up the road as the firemen were leaving. There was only 
room for one vehicle and the land cruiser veered onto the rough edge. People had to jump 
aside as it approached the group. It was being much driven faster than was necessary. 
Hall could see Sarah’s serious face inside the cabin, her hand hard on the horn. On her 
last trip Hall had heard John tell her they didn’t need any more water and she had ignored 
him, grimly shaking her head as she drove off. This time Hall went over.  
“You can stop now,” he said. “It’s all over.” 
She jumped out of the cabin and stretched, scanning the fire sight with jerky twists of 
her head. Almost imperceptibly, her body was shaking. 
“Want to interview me?” Sarah said.  
“Not tonight. I’m shattered. Need sleep.”  
His eyes stung with every blink, partly from the smoke, partly from fatigue. He 
wanted nothing more but a shower and to stretch out in his clean bed with Sarah by his 
side. That would be nice. He asked her to leave with him but her lip curled into a frown. 
Someone handed her a beer and she drank from it before answering. 
“I might have a couple. I’m too psyched to sleep.” 
Hall looked around for some drinking water. A malicious undercurrent lingered 
beneath the cheeriness of the volunteer fire fighters. Names were mentioned. Some of the 
men were not holding back with their theories. 
Sarah pointed out that if the fire was deliberately lit, the pyromaniac was most likely 
sitting around drinking beers right now.  
“He will have dirty hands,” she said, showing her own soot covered hands. 
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No one liked hearing that. Hall overheard one of the men sprawled on Bunghole’s flat 
tray call Sarah a know-it-all dyke. He was glad she was busy talking to Jane and as far as 
he could tell missed hearing it. He didn’t want to leave her here. She was shivering – it 
was not a cold night. 
“Come now. You look exhausted,” he tried to pull her up but she shrugged him off. 
“No. I told you. I’m having a drink.” 
“Fine.” 
He left Sarah straddling a fallen tree trunk with the motley group of men and women 
from the campground. Walking home, he went over his leads out of habit more than 
interest. The fire fighters would be back in the morning to double-check how the fire had 
started; a burning cigarette butt was the likely culprit. No one had mentioned homicide. 
Or suicide.  
He shoved his hands in his pockets as he walked. Smoke stung his eyes, his throat was 
taut. He would have liked to talk it over with Sarah if he could have dragged her away 
from the drama. Her preoccupation with certain things irritated him.  
Hopefully in the morning she would be more relaxed.  
Halfway up the hill he stopped in the middle of the road. It was only when he had 
mentioned his suspicions about a potential crime scene that she agreed to meet him. He 
could accept her complex issues, but the feeling that he was being used irked him.  
* 
All that remained of the fire were simmering shreds of paper barks floating on the lagoon 
and the acrid smell of burned refuse. It had been a hard couple of hours. No one wanted 
to go home; they sat on the backs of cars, on tree stumps and eskies, drinking and 
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swapping stories. Sarah sat alone, her bootlaces undone, trying to control her body’s 
discomforting shaking. Waiting for Hall to come over, she drank two beers in twenty 
minutes. It did nothing to mute the taut exhilaration in her body. 
She wanted to tell Hall about her night, about driving the Land Cruiser through that 
ridiculous smoke, about her concern for Roger who wasn’t at home. Sarah had driven to 
the end of the road, lights on high beam, searching for Roger. She had even checked the 
wharf, rolling past the boatsheds which were now scrubbed clean. She wanted to hear 
where Hall had been, who he had spoken to. Mostly, she just wanted him to sit beside 
her. She sipped beer and watched him wander around with his notebook. Soot marred his 
face and when he pointed up the hill at something there were sweat patches under his 
arms. He looked exactly how she liked a man to look. 
Over his shoulder Bunghole was stabbing the air with his smoke, telling a story in a 
loud voice. As she watched, he tossed the cigarette butt onto the ground and stomped on 
it. 
“Some people are slow learners,” Hall murmured in her ear. 
“Want to interview me?” 
“Not tonight. I’m shattered. Need sleep.” 
She hid her disappointment. “You haven’t seen Roger around, have you?” 
“I’m heading up the hill shortly. I’ll stop in at his place, if you want. Do you want to 
keep me company?” Hall said. 
It was tempting but then what? Roger wasn’t home, she already knew that. Hall’d drop 
her off at the shack and she could sit there in the quiet kitchen and drink a glass of Dad’s 
port by herself. No thanks. Not tonight.  
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“I might have a couple. I’m too psyched to sleep.” 
He stood up. She didn’t want him to leave. 
“I liked your bones story,” she said. 
“Look out for part two.”  
“What do you mean?” 
Hall whispered, “Seal bones”, and Sarah laughed. 
“Anyway. I have to go. I want to come back here in a few hours. Could be a crime 
scene.” 
“Why?” 
“Nothing. Probably just another beat up.” He kissed the top of her head. He looked 
tired, older than forty. “Don’t care. I need a story.” 
She promised to meet him outside the shop in the morning. Checking her watch as 
Hall walked away, she realised that was in eight hours. The man beside her started 
singing and slapping his leg. Some of the other men, including Don and her father, joined 
in. With Hall gone, things felt out of kilter. She couldn’t remember why she had wanted 
to stay. She should have gone with him. Too late now. She opened another can of beer, 
flicking off the top too fast so liquid fizzed down her arm. 
“It’s a boy,” one of the women called out. 
A few of them laughed but Sarah didn’t smile. Nursing her beer, she slipped away into 
the darkness. She could finish the beer and then say goodbye but someone would only tell 
her to have another one and she was worried she would. 
On her way home Sarah swung by the campsite. The abalone shells were gone. Either 
the ranger had taken them or Bunghole had disposed of them. Time would tell. 
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* 
Just before six, waiting near the shop for Hall, Sarah heard Don. She trod softly on the 
gravel. Braced over the rubbish bin, Don vomited with dog-like yelps. He still wore his 
fire fighting hard-hat. Sarah moved into the shadows. She had no intention of holding a 
conversation with a pissed bloke right now. 
A clang sounded as something hit the ground. He must have knocked one of the signs 
over. If that wasn’t enough to wake Pamela, Don’s slurred voice carried loudly. With a 
smile, Sarah realised he was singing. Good for him. She had known him all her life and 
never seen him drunk.  
“Ya gotta work, work. Working hard, hard.” 
The side door opened. 
“You’re useless.” Pamela’s voice was harsh in the soft dawn. 
Don kept singing. “Sweating in the sun-” 
“What do you think you’re doing?”  
Sarah peered around the corner to see Pamela march over and grab her husband by the 
arm. Her hair was tied with a scrunchie. Without makeup her face was colourless.  
“Working up a thirst. A man… a man needs a beer…” 
Pamela and Don lurched towards the stairs. Don was a big man; it would be 
interesting to see how she planned to get him up the steps.  
“A man needs a beer, now he’s done his work.” His voice cracked as he sang. 
Above the banksias lining the road to the point, Hall’s red cap bobbed. He was 
minutes away. Pamela would be embarrassed if Hall saw her outside in her nightie, 
berating her drunken husband. Sarah contemplated stepping forward, helping Pamela get 
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him inside. She peeped around the corner. Don leaned on the stair railing, pointing at 
Pamela as he sang.  
“Cause every man deserves… a Boag’s Draught.” 
“You’re going to get more than that in a minute, boy.” 
“I need smokes.” 
“You don’t smoke.” 
“We’re celebrating… hey hey, the fire’s out.” 
Pamela followed him up the steps. 
“Celebration’s over.” The door slammed. 
* 
Their feet crunched on the light layer of ash covering the road up to the old tip. Bullet 
hole-riddled tin sheeting was all that remained of the ‘No Shooting’ sign; the wording 
was burned away. As they closed in, the tip the air, warm from the charred ground, left a 
smoky after taste at the back of Hall’s throat. Beside the track, yellow banksias and 
delicate blue wild flowers were dusty, blending with the muted browns and greens of the 
bush floor.  
The tip was a moonscape, an old-fashioned apocalypse. Fire had devoured the plastic 
bags of household waste in the rubbish trench. All that remained was the metal frame of a 
cast iron hospital-style bed, a melted 1960s fridge, and a partly burnt out car. Without 
speaking, they moved toward the car and into the sickly stench of burnt rubber and 
melted plastics. 
“It is Roger’s,” Sarah said. “My God.” 
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Hall followed Sarah towards it and then stopped before he got too close. He could hear 
his editor’s voice repeating the words ‘crime exclusive’ and ‘front page spread’. On the 
ground around the car lay five or six empty beer cans, brittle from the heat.  
It was Sarah who climbed down into the pit, balancing on a fridge carcass, and peered 
inside the dirty wreckage. 
“Nothing,” she called. 
“The boot,” Hall said.  
The boot lid was warped, and poking up at an unusual angle. Sarah stuck a stick 
into the gap and paused.  
“Shouldn’t we wait for the police?” she said. 
“They’ll be here soon... but not soon enough if Roger’s still alive in the boot.” 
“Good God. I hope he’s not alive if he is in here.” 
A metallic crunch echoed into the silent bush as Sarah wrenched the boot opened. 
Hall felt sick in his guts. Fear mashed crazy thoughts through his mind. He wanted to get 
the hell out of there, wondered if she knew how gutless he was, and imagined Roger 
cramped in the boot in terror, yelling futilely, as the car incinerated around him. Despite 
himself, he looked inside. The boot was empty. 
“What now?” Sarah’s voice echoed up into the bare treetops. 
“We need to report Roger as missing. At this point, as far as the police are 
concerned, they’ve got a small bushfire to investigate, not a missing person.” 
He found the local police station number in his phone and handed the mobile to her. 
While she placed the call, Hall inspected the car. It was destroyed. The leather seats were 
burnt down to the springs and the glass shattered. The tyres were melted into lumpy 
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rubber mounds. One of the wheels was missing. On the ground beside the trench was a 
cross bar, the old fashioned sort that loosened tyre bolts. Hall couldn’t think what else to 
do so he took out his camera and started taking photos. 
* 
Bravado and common sense eluded her. Circling the rubbish trench and Roger’s burned 
car, her senses distorted. Sounds magnified: wind whistled in the canopy, Hall’s camera 
clicked. Roger was dead. Once again, someone had asked her for help and she had done 
nothing. She fell to her knees, trying to breathe. 
Across the dump yard Hall called, “Are you okay?” 
She waved him away, pretending to look at something in the pit. She felt his hand on 
her shoulder and cringed. This was like a scene in a cheesy movie. It was embarrassing 
and she ignored him. 
Hall did not take the hint. Instead, he tried to hug her, pressing her face against his 
shirt. She could feel his crumpled chest hair through the cotton.  
“I’ll always be here, Sarah. I mean it.”  
She laughed. It was like the script of a bad movie. 
“I want you to come to Launceston. Live with me. Or live near me. I don’t mind.” 
His tone was too passionate. The laughter died in her throat. “No chance.” 
Hall looked hurt. 
“Look. I’m not looking for a boyfriend. I don’t want to get involved.” 
“We are involved.” 
“The first night we met I told you I wasn’t after a relationship.” 
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“Come on.” 
“You could do better than me.” Sarah stepped back from the intensity of his gaze.  
“Don’t feed me lines like that.” 
“I’m not convinced one person should have to fulfil another person’s every need.” 
They stared into the trees. Glimpses of the lagoon were now visible through the singed 
bush. It was a crap thing to do but she walked away. He didn’t follow immediately. It 
wasn’t until she was well onto the sandy track leading to the main road that he caught up. 
* 
Sarah was walking so quickly up the road Hall could barely keep up without running. 
Someone was coming down the road towards them. It was Sam, his arms pumping and 
shorts hanging low over his hips. Sarah would have kept walking but Hall grabbed the 
edge of her jumper and made her stop. He wanted to talk to Sam, and he didn’t want 
Sarah to end the morning like this. Surely she could wait five minutes. 
“Did you watch the fires with your telescope?” Hall asked Sam. “How did they look? 
“Couldn’t see much.” 
Hall tried to ignore Sarah, who was shielding her eyes and looking towards the Coker 
place. Involuntarily, Hall followed her gaze. He could just make out the green roof and 
the stretch of grass in the front yard. There was nothing moving in the garden, nor on the 
porch; nothing to suggest Roger was home. 
“I suppose the telescope doesn’t see that far,” Hall turned back to Sam. 
“Want to bet? You can see inside cars coming down the straight,” Sam pointed at the 
distant road. “See who’s driving. I saw you two pashing in the canoe on the lagoon few 
days ago. Under the bridge. Bet you thought no one saw you.” 
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“You’re creepy,” Sarah said and Hall laughed. 
“I’m not creepy. Smiley, he’s creepy.” 
“His name is Roger.” 
“Mum reckons he was trying to peep at her.” 
“I have to go.” 
“Yesterday. He was on our road.” 
“He was going to drop a line in.” 
“He had no gear on him.” 
“What time, Sam? Which way was he walking?” 
“After lunch. Heading away from here. North. That’s Mum though.” 
“Your mother is an idiot.” 
“Sarah.” 
Sarah pivoted on the gravel and jogged off up the road. Hall and Sam regarded each 
other. 
“Alley cat,” Sam said.  
“Watch yourself,” Hall flinched at the harshness in his own voice. 
“Easy. Just saying she’s got a temper. We both know about that.” 
“What?”  
“You’re not the only one who’s been for a ride in her canoe,” Sam nodded. “Don’t 
worry. It was before you got here.” 
“What a thing to say. I don’t believe you.” Hall felt sick. 
“Ask her.” 
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Hall didn’t wait to hear anything else. He walked up to the guesthouse, his breath 
coming in rough pants, as though he had been punched in the guts. 
* 
Gravity pulled Sarah down the steep driveway faster than her legs could move her. By the 
time she got to Roger’s gate her blood was pumping so hard around her body it drowned 
the sound of the ocean. 
The front door was swinging open. Inside, the house smelt like cat urine and wet 
towels. A tea pot was on the table, and the remains of a meal. A bucket in the sink 
catching drips from a leaky tap was overflowing. She shouted Roger’s name, running 
from the kitchen to a bedroom to the built in front veranda. In the front room her legs 
became wobbly. Sunshine illuminated the closed floral curtains and the room glowed 
yellow and rosy. It was too warm and her vision reeled sideways, forcing her to slide 
down to sit on the doorstep between the two rooms. Where was he? She blamed herself. 
Why couldn’t she get it right for once? 
The heat of Roger’s sunroom, the strange sub-tropical glow from the curtains, the 
adrenaline flooding her veins and lack of sleep and dizziness overwhelmed every sense. 
Vomit clagged in her throat. Inside her head, Jake’s mocking drawl was loud. Everything 
he said, all those things, the things that other people thought about her, shouting out her 
problems from the Pineapple Hotel front stairs. Foul mouthed lesbian. Fuck like a man. 
Fugly bitch. Ball breaker. Goldfish. That’s what they call you. You eat your young. 
His hands on the bonnet of her car. In the headlights his eyes were hollow, his nostrils 
flared. His sour beer breath spittle on her face and his index finger drilling her chest were 
imprinted in her mind. Riding mountain bikes and renovating had made her bicep strong 
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and when her fist smashed his nose it popped like a balloon. Blood spurted and he 
hopped backwards across the car park in surprise.  
Pinned on the wet asphalt underneath him she tried to turn away from the blood 
streaming from his nose. He grabbed a fistful of her hair and forced her to look at him. 
He put one finger against his nostril and did the fisherman’s whistle, snorting blood over 
her hair and face and neck. She could taste it, the salty warmth mixed with sweaty rain 
and wet tar. 
Maybe if she had have stopped then, had closed her eyes and waited until he heaved 
himself off her, maybe things would have been better now. Tit for tat, they both got what 
they deserved. Instead she had kneed him hard in the balls and when he was in the foetal 
position, howling, she had straddled him, smashing his face and body with a closed fist 
until someone pulled her off him. 
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Chapter 11 
 
A flock of birds dipped shadows across the road and disappeared over the hill. There was 
a faint taste of something foul in the air. Hall’s eyes stung. Once the birds were gone 
there was no other sign of life, no boat in the bay, no sound of a car or distant children 
playing. No sound at all except the dull churn of wave and ocean wind. 
He kicked the gravel with each step towards the guesthouse. In the paddock the two 
brown mares were running, circling the electric fence perimeters of their enclosure. Dirt 
beat from the earth under their hooves. They went round and round, their manes tossing 
from the exertion. They shook their heads and whinnied, the sound was lost in the 
ocean’s white noise, an unnatural mime. 
* 
Hall stopped at the guest house long enough pick up his car keys and a bottle of water. 
The laptop on his bedside table looked ominously shut. He had not filed sufficient copy 
for days but his thoughts were too scattered to care. 
He drove by the boat ramp and over a stagnant creek, barely seeing the road as he tried 
to sort his thoughts. Some were factual and easy to process: Don had seen Roger driving 
up to the tip yesterday afternoon; Sam had seen Roger walking past their shack, towards 
the unprotected northern beaches, around the same time and without fishing gear or a car. 
From what Sarah had said, this was a man who rarely left his cottage. And somewhere 
beyond these blustering, empty beaches, where no one fished or camped or swam, Roger 
Coker’s father had put a gun to his head. Not just any gun; when John Avery confirmed 
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the story he had described a 12 gauge duck hunting shot gun. Those things didn’t shoot 
one bullet but a cluster of pellets. The thought made Hall feel physically sick. 
Hall’s other thoughts didn’t make as much sense. He went over everything Sarah had 
said to him, and he to her, trying to work out where it went wrong. But it hadn’t gone 
wrong, had it? If she was fooling around with that kid before he even got here, there 
hadn’t been a chance. Sam was full of shit. Trying to impress him and being gravely 
mistaken. But what if he was telling the truth? Stuff like that did happen. No wonder she 
was so aloof. Quite simply, she was not who he thought she was. He didn’t judge her for 
that; who was he to say who someone could and could not have sex with? Hall had had 
his fair share of regrettable nights. It was his own naivety that was making him slam the 
gears of his car and drive so fast gravel sprayed up on his car’s paint work. Years of 
trusting his gut instinct had served him well; how could he have missed this?  
He forced himself to focus on Roger. The man had been missing, in effect, for 17 
hours. It was a story that was never going to be written. Suicides and suicide attempts 
were not reported. If a man threw himself into the gorge beneath the disused Duck Reach 
power station, you reported that a business man was missing and his car had been found 
parked on Duck Reach Road. If a well known identity was found dead in their home, it 
took no more than three paragraphs to inform readers. No need to elaborate and you 
never printed how they did it in case copy cats took inspiration. The unwritten rule on 
suicide reporting was about the only time the media formed a united ethical front.  
Past a slumping farm house the road narrowed and the gravel ran out. Rain had 
churned sand channels in the road. Further along a closed gate blocked his path. Hanging 
on the gate was a sign that said Trespassers Prosecuted. Sarah reckoned the farmer hung 
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it to keep the tourists out. It wasn’t locked and he let himself through. As the car bumped 
over the tussocks on the track to the exposed northern beaches, Hall checked his mirrors. 
There was no sign of any farmer. If it was true about the destroyed middens, the farmer 
could be trigger happy if he spied a journalist on his land. He looked in the rear view 
mirror again. The sky above the bald paddocks was tinged with an indefinable redness, 
almost as translucent as smoke. 
* 
Hall’s phone rang as he negotiated his way across the final barbed wire fence between 
him and the beach. His slacks caught, tearing on the wire, as he pulled his phone out. 
Christine. Damn it. 
She wasn’t happy. 
“I’ll have some stuff for you later today,” he promised. 
“You’ve given us nothing for two days. What’s going on?” 
“I gave you the story about the bones on the beach.” 
“Seal bones. The five o’clock news are running with it tonight. Looks like they’ve 
turned it into a half decent story.” 
“They would.” 
“Shame we didn’t.” 
She was agitated and she cut him off when he started describing the fire and the 
photos he took of Roger’s burned out car.  
“The devil guy? What was his car doing there?” she said. 
“Not sure yet.” 
“He lit it.” 
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“Don’t know.” 
“Well, what have you got? Did anyone die? Anyone injured? Otherwise it’s just 
another bushfire.” 
The fire alone didn’t have legs; he didn’t need Christine to tell him that. 
“I’ve got a few warm fuzzies you’ll like,” he said. 
He had shot the rural fire crew eating pies donated by Pamela, and the grinning 
blackened faces of a couple of local blokes who had strapped a ten gallon drum of water 
to their ute to fight the flames. Feel good stories about community spirit and everyone 
rallying together were the lifeblood of a regional tabloid such as The Voice. Grisly 
headlines, rate rises, election results and political scandals had their place, but it was 
names and faces that people wanted to see in their newspaper. The stories coming out of 
even a minor rubbish fire such as that were perfect warm fuzzies.  
They weren’t having the desired effect on Christine. 
“Warm fuzzies, that’s cute. You should write down expressions like that. Hang on a 
sec…” Christine’s voice became muffled as she spoke to someone in the newsroom. “It’s 
what I thought,” Christine said. “I’ve got nothing. I need a front page by lunchtime.” 
It was a slow news day and she was panicking. Her anxiety and desperation were 
audible. Hall exhaled loudly enough for her to hear.  
“Stop barking at me. Front page doesn’t go to bed until six.” Christine’s problem was 
she couldn’t trust journalists and photographers to bring in the news. 
Some days there wasn’t any earth shattering news. Those were the days when you 
gave your good space to the warm fuzzies. If Christine bothered to spend a few hours on 
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the street talking to her readers, rather than breathing down the necks of journalists, she 
would learn that readers didn’t want to read about doom and gloom every day. 
“Don’t tell me how to do my job Hall.” 
“What do you want me to do?” 
“You’re not on assignment to produce stories about little old ladies cooking pies and 
local working bees,” Christine was defensive. “I can get any of the cadets to fill my pages 
with human interest stories. You’re a senior journalist and we need serious copy, Hall.” 
“Christine.” 
“Listen. You said the loner had his car fire bombed. Sounds like he did it himself. 
Serial killer suspect starts fire. Police suspect destruction of evidence. There’s your 
story.” 
“Complete fabrication.” 
“It’s not. You said yourself he might have lit it.” 
“I didn’t say that Christine.” 
“You didn’t not say it, did you?” 
She was a bitch. Hall told her he would get back to her and ended the call. It was 
people like Christine who were responsible for the degradation of newspaper content. 
Yes, there was an art to finding an angle in an impossible story but writing headlines 
before the journalist had the story was crap. Entertainment masquerading as journalism. 
He was half a kilometre down the beach before he remembered what he was supposed to 
be doing there. 
* 
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Sarah was usually pretty good at predicting unusual weather patterns but she was 
surprised by the dust storm. A foul westerly had been forecast, but she didn’t know the 
farmer had ploughed his paddock right before Christmas. Inside the shack, with a t-shirt 
covering her mouth and a snorkelling mask protecting her eyes and nose, she watched the 
murky sky as she built a card castle at the kitchen counter. Dust rushed up from the earth 
with each gust, billowing like dirty petticoats. Erica closed the windows and shoved 
towels along the base of the doors but it was no good. Charcoal dust crept in. It coated the 
furniture and couches, blackened the pillows and doona covers, settled on every surface, 
even in the cutlery drawer. Erica started cleaning, and then stopped. 
“This is driving me nuts,” Erica said. 
“Wait until it’s over.” 
“No. Not the weather. You. You’re sulking again. I’m sick of it.” 
“Leave me alone,” Sarah sighed. 
“I won’t. Mum told me to leave you alone but I’ve had enough. What is wrong with 
you?” 
“What?” 
“Everything. You snap at me over stupid things. You’re drinking every night. You’re 
bored with possibly the nicest guy you’ll ever land. You’re freaking weird about the 
murder. We all are upset by it, but no one else is riding their bike up in the spooky bush 
trying to get necked, hanging around the crime scene, talking about it every night while 
they drink themselves stupid.” 
“I know.” 
“And what is it with Smiley? You never cared about him before.” 
 
Kelp 248 
Sarah leaned her head into her hands, her shoulders shaking. The card castle collapsed 
on the table and the floor. 
“Shit. I wasn’t trying to make you cry.” 
“I’m not. Leave me alone, Erica.” 
Outside the scrub rattled and the ocean seized in colicky fits. Under a hazy sky the 
world was in shadow. 
* 
Hall strode down the beach. The coast was wilder up here, low-lying rocks pounded by 
frothy, dirty swell. Bleached rye grass and clumps of sharp cutting grass grew next to the 
beach. The banksia, casuarinas and ground-covering honeysuckle vines that grew around 
the other beaches were missing; the farmer had cleared his land to the water line. In front 
of Hall, in the northern direction, the sky was clear. Behind him, above the paddocks, the 
sky was dark. 
There were no footprints in the gravelly sand, but that didn’t mean anything. Hall 
hiked for nearly an hour before he saw someone in the distance. Sharp midday sun made 
it hard to tell if the figure was moving towards him, let alone if it was human. As he got 
closer he saw Roger standing on a rocky outcrop, slumped and staring at the ocean. For a 
horrible moment Hall thought he was already dead. He wasn’t, his arm moved. Sand 
stuck to his wet jeans and one arm of his cotton jumper was torn. It was the first time Hall 
had seen Roger without a hat. His cropped hair was soft-looking, like a newborn bird’s 
down. The effect gave Roger an aura of fragility.  
“We’re getting you home mate.” 
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Roger drank the water Hall handed him with thirsty gulps, his eyes dull like stagnant 
pools. After he drank he smiled at Hall, the motion stretching his parched lips, 
threatening to split the chapped tender skin. 
“Last night was a dangerous night to be down here on the rocks… not much of a 
moon.” Hall began but Roger wheezed deeply when he tried to answer.  
Hall considered again the scenarios which had kept him awake last night. Had those 
louts from the camping ground roughed Roger up and set the fire? Had Roger set the fire? 
At what point had Roger needed to change his tyre? 
Roger was dragging his feet in the sand. It wasn’t clear what had happened but asking 
a man why he had run away from home was like asking bereaved parents how they felt 
about their daughter being murdered. 
It was a slow walk back. Hall held Roger’s hand on his shoulder, taking the other 
man’s weight. They were the same age but Roger’s weather-stained hands and second 
hand clothing made him seem decades older. It was getting harder and harder to breathe; 
the air was dry and dirty. It was gusty too, in the distance black shadows bounced from 
the paddocks. Hall watched them for a while, blinking and rubbing his eyes, before 
realising they were walking into the middle of a dust storm. 
By the time they got back to the car Roger sat down on the grass and took off his 
sneakers. He tipped the sand out of each shoe and turned them over, studying the soles. 
The air was thick with fine dirt. Hall covered his mouth and nostrils and told Roger to 
hurry up. He had seen colleagues gain a second wind on hiking expeditions and the 
come-down from that deceptively exhilarating confidence could be more debilitating than 
the initial exhaustion. Roger tried to put his sneakers back on but his feet wouldn’t go in 
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properly. Eventually he stood up, his heels hanging out the backs of each shoe. The effort 
fatigued him, his breath coming in thick pants. 
Steering the Holden across the paddock, Hall tried again. 
“What were you doing up there Roger?” As soon as he spoke, Hall regretted it. He 
sounded like he was fishing for a story. Fact was; a story was the last thing he cared 
about right now. “I was worried.” 
Roger didn’t answer right away. “Is that why you came looking for me? Thought I 
was shark bait?” 
“I don’t know.” The truth sounded dramatic, like Hall was trying to be a hero. 
“Anything left?”  
“None of the shacks were burned. Your place is fine. It was out by midnight last 
night.” 
Roger plucked at a frayed patch on the knee of his jeans with shaking fingers. 
“Your car’s gone,” Hall added. Roger didn’t respond. 
As they rolled back across the paddock, Roger slumped against the window. Hall 
turned the radio down to let him sleep. They were back on the gravel road when Roger 
spoke again, startling Hall. 
“They hate me. Those fishermen. I don’t know why.” Fatigue stripped his voice of any 
timbre. The man was shaking all over, his body hunched around his neck, muttering 
about a range of disconnected things. Hall drove even more slowly, trying to isolate 
meaning in Roger’s rambling monologue. “Shut your mouth. I saw him, that’s all I was 
saying to her. She’s not from here. Yankee Doodle. She was angry. Shut your mouth.” 
“Simone Seabourne? What did she say Roger?” 
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Roger twisted his neck around and looked at Hall as though he were stupid. “I told 
you. Shut your mouth.” 
The air was thick with dust and Hall switched on his headlights. The Holden was not 
airtight and even with the windows and vents shut black soot billowed. Hall passed 
Roger’s cottage and drove hard through the dust until they were on the other side of the 
national park. He took Roger to the town hospital and left his own mobile number as the 
contact. 
* 
Returning to the Bay of Fires through the dirt smog, Hall wished he had stayed in town. 
A hotel on the high street had a vacancy sign out the front. Instead, here he was, driving 
so slowly the dashboard chattered, sensitive to every gravel corrugation. Vision was poor; 
he couldn’t see the side posts on the edge of the road. 
He was relieved when he finally turned into the Avery’s back yard. He slammed the 
car door and ran into the yard, kicking over one of the succulent pots in his blind hurry. 
Someone was holding the door open for him. They must have heard his car arrive, loud in 
the eery silence. He ducked inside, his eyes watering, dirt clinging to the corners of his 
mouth. 
“Are you insane going out in this weather?” Erica asked.  
“I need to talk to Sarah,” he said. 
For once Erica did not annoy him. She put on her earphones and disappeared into the 
bunk room. Hall sat beside Sarah on the couch under the window. Outside, trees were 
dark smudges in the dust storm, the ocean shrouded in solid unshifting fog. He could feel 
the tension in his neck, stiff and gnarled as tree roots. Rehearsing this conversation in the 
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car he had planned to start gently, to let her confess. If she didn’t want to talk about it, 
fine. After all, it had happened before they met. Days before they had met. Four days. His 
words rushed out like a jealous school boy. 
“Sam Seabourne said he fucked you.” 
“Is that what he said?” Her half-grin was furtive and hopeless, like that of the no 
hopers lining the bench seat outside the court of petty sessions. She already knew how 
this conversation was going to end. 
“So it’s true then?” 
“I can explain,” Sarah crossed her arms. “I have a problem...” 
“I don’t want to know.” 
“A problem with alcohol.” 
Hall clasped his hands while she described her lack of self control after three or four 
beers, of waking up under a tree or on a park bench, of encounters with people whose 
names she did not know. These were stories he had heard before, from colleagues or 
mates. It was pathetic. 
“That night with Sam,” she said. “It was Christmas. I drank too much. I don’t even 
know what happened.” 
“Okay.” Hall tried to breathe slowly. His hands were clasped as if he was in prayer. 
He shoved them into his pockets. Conscious of Erica in the next room, he kept his voice 
low. 
“Sam’s saying. Well, he didn’t say. He is implying that he had sex with you.” 
“No,” Sarah said. 
“So he’s lying?” 
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“Just go...” She had her back to him so he could not be sure but it sounded like she 
was crying. Anger rooted him to the spot. 
“I feel sick,” he said. 
She dismissed him with a wave of her hand. The mildness of the gesture infuriated 
him and he forgot to lower his voice. 
“He’s boasting about it. He told me, don’t think you’re the only one to ride in her 
canoe.” 
Girlish laughter came from the bunkroom. Sarah spun around, flushed with 
embarrassment or anger. 
“Hall, it’s none of your business.” For a fleeting moment, as they glared at each other, 
he experienced a surge of sexual desire for her. It did not last. “Get out of here.” 
The shack rattled as he strode towards the door. He opened it roughly and the door 
knob came off in his hand. Damn it, everything was going wrong. 
“I’m really sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. I’m in shock. And for what it is worth, I 
don’t care. Okay? I don’t care. I was just surprised, that’s all.”  
Hall placed the doorknob on the windowsill beside the door. Ashamed, he stepped out 
into the black afternoon. The sun gleamed like a fuzzy ball of light behind dark gauze. He 
didn’t know if he could bear to see Sarah again. 
* 
“You did what with Sam Seabourne?” Erica emerged from the bedroom while Hall 
thundered down the veranda.  
“Shut up.” 
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“Slut!” Erica clapped her hands. Tears made stripes on the light dust that had settled 
on her face. It wasn’t funny. “I want details.” 
“I don’t know any.” 
“Does his mother know?” 
“Of course. I asked her permission first.” 
“How drunk were you?” 
“Paralytic.” Sarah didn’t tell Erica about waking up in the dunes with her pants down 
and her own faeces centimetres from her face. “Really drunk.” 
Sarah looked around the shack for something to do, a task to immerse herself in, but 
there was nothing. The storm was not abating so there was no point in cleaning. Usually 
she enjoyed an argument. Not this one. It would be crazy to go outside while the air was 
thick as mosquito netting. Breathing would be like suffocating. 
Hall knew. Who else already knew? Who else would find out? She couldn’t defend 
herself when she couldn’t remember a thing that happened. She wrapped her arms around 
her stomach and rocked back and forth.  
Erica leaned her face against the window, gazing towards the point and the 
Seabourne’s holiday house. 
“He’s a slimy kid ... he’s always looking at my boobs.” 
* 
Hall was struggling to breathe normally when he knocked on the Seabourne’s door. He 
took the wet cloth Simone handed him and wiped his eyes first, then his nose and mouth. 
The cloth blackened. She didn’t comment on the strangeness of him being out in the dust 
storm. 
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“I’ll get to the point, Simone,” Hall said. “I think Sam knows something about Anja 
Traugott’s demise.” 
“First that revolting lunatic accosts me on the road. Now you accuse my son of 
murder.” 
“I didn’t, actually.” Hall controlled himself. “You better let me come in.” 
He followed Simone into her main room. She had covered her couches in sheets; 
everything else was covered in black dust. Sam was sitting on one of the couches. 
“Sam saw her fall into the ocean,” Simone’s words rushed at Hall. “He didn’t push 
her. He dived in after her but couldn’t find her. It would have been impossible, with the 
depth and currents at the point.” 
Stunned Hall sank onto a sheet-covered couch. 
“Why have you not told the police?” he said. 
“I only just found out. He just told me. He was scared. He’s a kid, Hall. I’ve tried to 
do the best I could on my own-” 
“Stop it. There’s plenty of single mothers doing it tougher than you,” Hall needed to 
think. “Sam. What were you doing up there?” 
“I’m not a murderer,” Sam said. 
“Tell me what happened.” 
“I got there. She was already there. She was climbing up the rock, the slippery one, 
and she fell. Cut her leg on the way down. Disappeared into the kelp.” Sam picked up a 
basket ball and tossed it from one hand to the other. 
“Continue,” Hall prompted. 
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“I dived in. Dived down deep, swam out, I couldn’t find her. Waves were rolling, huge 
sets smashing the rocks. I was scared.” 
“Why did she fall?” 
“Maybe I frightened her. She got a shock and slipped.” 
“You better think of a better story than that, boss. That won’t cut it with the cops.” 
“I’m telling you the truth,” Sam’s voice cracked. 
“Why would he lie?” Simone put both her arms around Sam. 
“Why did you keep this to yourself, Sam?” 
“Who would believe me?” 
Hall stared at the kid. The illogicality of Sam and Simone’s statements irritated him. 
“That’s not the point. No one is accusing you of murder. But you could have saved 
everyone the effort of looking for Anja. Her parents... the grief they have endured...” 
“I couldn’t. They wouldn’t believe me.” 
“Why not?” 
“Please Hall,” Simone said. 
“Why not?” Hall repeated. 
Sam shrugged away his mother’s embrace. He described how he had followed Anja to 
the beach and watched her sunbathe topless, more than once. On one of these occasions 
Don Gunn had caught him and there had been a confrontation between the two men. Don 
had forced him to apologise to Anja. She had become angry and called him a pervert. 
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“She only made a big deal out of it because Don was there,” Sam said. “The point is, 
she fell in. I didn’t touch her. End of story. But if everyone knows I was there, and Don 
tells the police what he thinks he saw.... Mum?” 
“It was a horrible accident,” Simone said. 
Hall eyed the youth. He wasn’t a kid. He was taller than Hall, probably just as strong, 
no doubt fitter. His hands were large enough to hold a basket-ball in one hand. Brimming 
with testosterone. You couldn’t blame him for being opportunistic. After all, nudity was 
not common on Tasmanian beaches. Hall was about to back off when an image of Sarah 
drunk, laughing and letting Sam touch her, smacked into his mind. 
“You’re right, you know Sam,” Hall said. “Apparently you have a thing for looking 
through the guesthouse bathroom window too. So yeah, it’s going to hard to prove you 
are morally reprehensible.” 
Sam followed Hall outside into the afternoon’s gritty shadow. 
“You’re stressing my mum.” 
Hall didn’t reply; he opened his car door and sat down inside. Sam held the door open.  
“Get your hands off my car.” 
“I shouldn’t have said that thing about Sarah.” 
“You probably shouldn’t have.” 
“What are you going to do? Are the cops going to turn up here?” 
“Sam, I don’t know. You’re a good guy. Ring them yourself.” 
“I can’t.” 
Hall tried to pull the door shut but Sam held on.  
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“Sarah wouldn’t want anyone knowing about anything, would she? It’s a close knit 
community.” Dust stuck to Sam’s face and hair, he looked like a fighter from Mad Max. 
“I remember the old days when everyone would share the catch of the day on the beach. 
Good times.” 
“When women were safe to swim without being frightened into throwing themselves 
into the ocean you mean?” 
“She slipped. Nothing to do with me. You know it.” 
For the fourth and hopefully the last time that day, Hall started his engine and drove 
into the dust storm. It was still thick, but perhaps it was settling. He turned towards the 
guesthouse. Since he left the Avery’s, anger had ripped through him. For a brief interlude 
Sam’s helpless stare and Simone’s bewilderment had defused it. 
He slammed the accelerator to the floor of the car. The tyres clawed the gravel with a 
satisfying snarl as he sped up the middle of the road in conditions it was probably illegal 
to drive in. 
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Chapter 12 
 
Dust blew intermittently for most of the morning. It did not completely subside until late 
afternoon, coinciding with the turning of the high tide. By then every surface was covered 
by the turnip paddock’s slinky dust. It took Sarah and Erica three hours to clean the 
shack. Stools, cushions, armchairs, three different sized tables, diving gear with rusting 
weight belts and boxes of old magazines; everything went out on the back grass. Inside 
they wiped crevices with damp tea towels. Don helped them drag the heavy rugs outside. 
They slung them over the veranda railing and banged the dust out with a broom stick. 
Along the row of shacks, as birds cried out from their hiding places in the sooty scrub, 
everyone was doing the same. 
When the shack was clean, all windows wound open to air it, the sisters rode with Don 
down to the guesthouse. Sarah’s parents and Pamela were already there, helping Jane. 
Hall’s car was parked out the front. Sarah recognised it before Erica did. 
“There’s Hall’s car,” Erica said. 
“The reporter?” Don chuckled. “There are two kinds of men who wear earrings. 
Pirates and poofters. He’s not a pirate.” 
“He’s not a poofter.” 
“I’ll head over to the Seabournes',” Sarah said. “Enough people here.” 
“No need. Simone’s here,” Don told her. “One in, all in.” 
In the main room, Jane and Pamela stood on a table, reaching up to unhook the 
decorative fishing net from the ceiling. Flip and Simone were on the ground, hands 
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stretched out to take it. Each woman was smiling at Hall and his camera. He had his back 
to Sarah. He looked at once familiar and devastatingly distant. 
She left. As she walked down the ramp she could hear Jane urging Hall to hurry. She 
couldn’t hear Hall’s response, only the women’s laughter at whatever he said. Good 
chance that was the first photo ever taken of those four women together. 
* 
Even with excellent pictures, it was unlikely that Hall’s dust storm clean up story would 
run. Christine wouldn’t read past the first paragraph, unless she was reading it aloud to 
the newsroom for a joke. She had done that before with shoddy cadet copy. For this warm 
fuzzy to run, it would need to be a very quiet news week – unless of course by chance 
there were dust storms blowing all over the state. As far as Hall knew there weren’t, but 
he continued photographing the bleating women cleaning the guesthouse. Concentrating 
on work was the only thing keeping him from calling the police station and venting his 
concerns.  
For a crazy moment he had considered calling that idiot spin doctor Ann Eggerton. 
That was when he knew he was not thinking with any intelligence. She would have a 
press release typed up and issued to every news outlet before he even got off the phone. 
He heard Sarah’s voice as she came down the guesthouse ramp. He took several more 
shots while he composed himself. When he turned around she was gone. Erica and Don 
stared back at him, complicity mirrored in each of their expressions. 
* 
Hall trudged up the sandy track. His leather shoes rubbed painfully against his heels and 
his hatless head burned. The refuse tip was very different to the day after the fire, when 
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he had come with Sarah. Today stripped trees revealed an airy view of turquoise water 
and a white curl of sandy beach. The tip smelled clean, like charcoal rather than 
decomposing household waste.  
Hall studied the trench. In theory, he was looking for Chloe Crawford’s bones or the 
remnants of a personal possession that had managed to escape the fire. In theory, the fire 
might reveal something that would reveal what happened to Chloe. Hall knew it was 
pointless but he continued to look. Human remains were extremely unlikely. But 
anything would do. It didn’t matter to Hall. A weapon or a Mongoose bicycle frame 
would be front page news. 
Common sense told him he would find nothing. 
Sweat ran down his back, soaking his shirt and the top of his underpants. Checking for 
jack-jumpers, he sat on the ground under a shady tree and nursed his head in his hands. 
Jane was talking about moving to Launceston and getting a job at the supermarket where 
her cousin worked. Pamela had refused to walk on the beach since the day Anja was 
found. Roger Coker was being harassed to the point it had become life threatening.  
Hall could solve this case. He didn’t have the facts, but he could give the police 
direction to conduct some revealing interviews. That would be a real story. 
Anja Traugott’s final minutes were a mystery. He doubted Sam pushed her into the 
ocean. Frightened her, more likely. Still, it wasn’t Hall’s job to be judge and juror. But if 
he said nothing to the police, he was guilty of withholding information. The thought 
made his stomach tighten and he felt an urge to urinate. 
Worse was the thought of what else an interrogation might reveal. He had initially 
refused to think about the few flimsy facts he knew about Sarah and Sam. When that 
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failed he had considered each fact, linking them together as though he was weighing up 
the workability of a formulaic news story. Removing his emotion from the matter had 
been sensible; objectively, he decided, it did not matter who she had slept with. Sam was 
seventeen, it wasn’t illegal. Problem was most people would react in the explosive way 
he had when they heard about it. 
Frustrated he jumped to his feet. There was no one he could discuss it with. 
* 
He knocked eleven times. Sarah, frozen on the top bunk, counted each knock. Where the 
curtain did not meet the window frame she held it in place, in case he tried to peer in. In 
between the knocking his footsteps thudded down the veranda towards the beach. He 
stood there for ten minutes, scanning the headland and rocks for her. Lying on the shaggy 
green bedspread, staring at the Alvey reel hanging over her head, she willed him to leave. 
She didn’t want to hear his apology. She didn’t want to hear about her inadequacies. She 
knew them. 
His footsteps returned along the veranda and stopped at the door. He tried the handle. 
She had locked it. She imagined him trying to see past the yellowed hula girl curtain, 
hoping to see someone sleeping on the couch who could tell him where she was. His 
bristly face and the smell of his skin were more real to her than the bedspread’s aged 
mothy scent. She could feel his hands that were larger than hers, she could hear his 
mellow voice as though he were murmuring in her ear. 
As the Holden’s engine started up she rolled off the bunk. Bright twilight hurt her 
eyes. Five minutes felt like hours as she waited until the car emerged through the bush to 
cross the lagoon. He turned up the long straight towards the hills and highway. She 
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watched until the vehicle disappeared into a wall of gum trees, a faint orange cloud all 
that remained. 
The dry smell of fire dust lingered in the air. A filmy layer of soot draped the ocean 
like black chiffon, leaving dark arches on the shore. She placed both hands on the railing 
and for the first time since she left Eumundi Sarah cried without restraint. 
* 
Three garbage bags taped tightly had saved Hall’s laptop from the dust. He checked his 
email; nothing from Christine. Nothing from any of the down-table subs either, not that 
he had filed anything that required checking. 
Hall called Christine to update her. It didn’t take long; he only had the dust storm and 
a follow up to his nudist beach story.  
She spoke over the top of him. “What are you doing on the Crawford girl?” 
“What do you mean?” 
“Someone reckoned they saw her up near Marrawah.” 
His brain clicked. Marrawah, the state’s most north-western surf break. Four hours 
drive from Launceston or seven hours from the Bay of Fires. He couldn’t have been 
further away. 
“I’ll leave now.” 
“No need. Keneally’s onto it.” 
“Pardon?” 
Impatience made her speak quickly and he concentrated to hear. Round reshuffle, she 
explained. Nothing major, he could get across it when he was back in the office. She 
didn’t have time to go into it right now. 
 
Kelp 264 
“Just send me what you’ve got. Anything else I need to know about?” 
After the call ended Hall typed up his quotes and tried to arrange them. In his mind he 
knew what to do, how to write a workable lead, how to massage the story to intrigue the 
readers. It was a no-brainer; the stupidest cadet could do it. The longer he sat there, trying 
not to feel his blistered heels and sunburned neck, the angrier he became. His mind 
refused to focus. In the garden below one of Jane’s dogs was barking. The sharp howl 
hurt his head. Eventually he slammed the computer lid shut. He thrust his shoulders out 
the window. 
“Shut up, you stupid mutt,” he yelled. 
* 
A seagull was under attack by the flock. The lone bird swooped and ducked but had no 
hope. The other birds pecked him mid air. He landed on the rock not far from Hall. Some 
of his feathers were broken. Fluffed up, he hunched his shoulders and charged at the 
bigger bird facing him. His opponent charged back. Screeching, flat necked, they beaked 
each other. More birds descended in a high pitched war cry. The lone seagull rose up and 
flew out across the ocean. The others became airborne but did not follow. 
She had not answered his knocks. He knew she was there. Her fishing gear was on the 
veranda, her Blundstone boots beside the door.  
Time to think and the chance to talk to her were the two things he needed. Neither was 
forthcoming. In his pocket his phone beeped and he ignored it. He didn’t trust himself to 
speak to anyone from the office right now.  
* 
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Summer cricket commentary rang out from Don’s radio as Sarah scanned both aisles of 
the shop. It was as she thought; Pamela had not returned the canned cat food to the 
shelves. 
“Are you out of Whiskas?” 
“You hungry?” Pamela laughed.  
“Didn’t know the Avery’s had a cat,” Don said. 
He was splayed across a stool beside the counter, his head next to the speaker. 
“She’s feeding Smiley’s. Be careful, you’ll give him ideas.”  
“Ha ha.” 
Pamela put her hands on the counter to push herself up. “Wait a moment, it’s out the 
back.” 
Now that the murdered woman was no longer front page news, the newspaper stack 
had been moved off the counter. In its place was Erica’s card range. The card at the front 
of the display showed two dead crayfish with their pincers and mouths touching. 
Underneath the photograph Erica had written Happy Valentine’s Day. 
“Good shot,” Pamela shouted at the television screen as she returned with two cans of 
Whiskas.  
“I changed my mind. I don’t want it anymore.”  
“Suit yourself. Roger’s still in hospital?” 
“Don’t worry. He’s only in a critical condition with pneumonia.” 
“Go Ponting you good thing,” Don pumped his arm. 
Sarah was halfway out the door when Pamela stopped cheering.  
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“Where did Roger run to anyway… up near Anson’s Bay was it? Mental as anything. 
Just like his father.” 
“I don’t know.” Sarah slipped through the plastic strips. 
As she walked down the stairs she heard Pamela say, “She can be a real cow 
sometimes.” 
Two weeks ago Sarah would have stuck her head back inside the shop and let Pamela 
know she had been overheard. It would be worth it just to see the embarrassment on 
Pamela’s face. Instead, she marched along an animal track running south above the beach 
in the direction of the lagoon. 
* 
“Have you ever heard of mental disintegration?” Pamela called as Hall entered the shop. 
Her voice was raised to be heard over the blasting radio 
“No. Actually, I need to confirm a few things if you’ve got a moment.” 
“Cricket. The practise of sledging.” 
“I’m not a fan.” 
“Never mind. What did you want to ask me?” 
“It’s important. Did Don encounter Sam Seabourne, on the beach, watching Anja 
Traugott?” 
“Well you’ll have to ask Don.” 
Hall hadn’t seen Don sitting there. Don lowered the volume and nodded. 
“Okay. And you spoke to Simone about that?” 
“Pammy did. And that was all. Pamela thought it best if we kept it to ourselves.” 
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“What was there to say?” Pamela interrupted. “A young guy perving at a pretty girl on 
the beach. That’s life. We told his mother.” 
“You didn’t tell the police.” 
“I thought about it, Hall. But what good would it do? Just embarrass him. And her. I 
don’t have much time for Simone, but I wouldn’t do that to her.” 
“You didn’t think it might help their investigation?” 
“No. Frankly I didn’t. If someone looks at a topless woman and that makes him a 
murder suspect, then you might as well go over to that nudist beach and start arresting 
everyone now.” 
* 
The campers were packing up to go home. Trailers were connected to cars, square 
patches of flattened sand lay where the tents had been. Litter fringed the site; bottles, 
food scraps and wisps of toilet paper. Half a dozen men and women loitered around the 
smouldering camp fire. 
Sarah’s sneakers sucked against the wet sand on the edge of the lagoon. She crossed 
her arms and waited for them to turn around. She had planned what she wanted to say, 
rehearsed it silently as she walked down here. Just a friendly warning, were her chosen 
words. Roger’s not the easy target you think he is. Some of us are looking out for him 
and we don’t like what we’ve been seeing. 
They’d tell her where to go. They were probably pissed already. It was widely known 
the wives drove everyone home at the end of their holiday. 
Bunghole saw her before the others did. 
“What the fuck do you want?” He grinned up at her from his camp chair. 
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His smile slid off his face as Sarah let him have it. She didn’t hold back, even when 
his wife came over and positioned herself between them. Darlene was a big woman and 
Sarah took a cautious sideways step. She had seen women fight in and out of the 
Eumundi pubs and it was ugly. 
“Anytime I see you, or hear you’ve been anywhere near the Coker’s block, you’re 
going to get it.” 
Bunghole nodded. “And you’re going to give it to me?” 
“Don’t underestimate me.” 
“Coker is a killer,” Darlene said. 
“He’s not.” Sarah couldn’t believe how calm she was being. This was going well. 
“Physically, Roger Coker would be incapable of killing. He’s got one good arm that 
shakes all the time. He can barely get bait on his hook.” 
No one spoke. Sarah looked around. Most of them did not make eye contact with her. 
No one responded. Were they finally understanding? When they plotted to drive up to the 
Coker block and hurl road kill at the house, when they attacked Roger’s cats, when they 
accused him of murder; had they harboured the suspicion that their actions were actually 
a diversion from another night swatting mozzies around their camp-fire? She had not 
expected them to be receptive. 
“If you’re done you can get the fuck out of here,” Bunghole said. 
So that was how he wanted to play it. Fine.  
“By the way, did I see the ranger out here the other day?” 
“No.” 
“Wonder how he knew how to find you? Must have had a good tip off.” 
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Hands on her hips, Sarah waited for one of them to speak. She wasn’t sure, but it 
could have been Darlene’s sister who threw the first can. It hit Sarah on her arm. 
Someone else threw a rubber thong which slapped the side of her head. Her bones 
stiffened with rage. Their laughter beat her back. She jogged out of the campsite, taking a 
short cut through yellow buffalo grass that whipped her bare legs. 
* 
Poised on a rock beyond the old jetty, Sarah looked like a fisherwoman in a painting of a 
nineteenth century fishing village. The bare wooden jetty, the empty sea and the muted-
green vegetation that matched her clothing conveyed a peaceful sadness. A kilometre 
away, up on the road, Hall recognised her powerful swing as she cast out. There was no 
way she could avoid him. He cut through the yard of a vacant shack and followed the 
winding track down to sea. He moved slowly, carefully picking delicate pink flowers 
with tiny thorns that cut his fingers, navy blue blooms and cotton tails. The task gave him 
time to collect his thoughts. 
A rundown house full of bay windows overlooking the gorge cliff grounds. Gum trees 
rustling and peacocks calling out at dusk. Wooden verandas and broken balustrades. 
Blocked chimneys. His house needed fixing; a diamond in the rough. That was what he 
wanted to tell her. 
She seemed agitated. She kept looking across to the wharf, and up at the track Hall 
had come down, as though she expected someone to be following her. No one was. 
Two days had passed since their confrontation. He could see she was no longer angry, 
but her indifference hurt him more. He had thought about penning his thoughts. He said 
things better on paper than he did face to face.  
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He started explaining his confusion, his journalistic dilemma. She cut him off. 
“Is this an ultimatum?” Sarah’s lip curled and he could see her blood red gums. 
“God no.” 
“Well what then? I don’t care what you do. I’ve nothing to hide.” 
“I know what happened to Anja. I’m not writing the story. I’m not following it up.” 
“Slow down. You reckon you know what happened to Anja and you’re not writing the 
story? Are you insane?” 
Hall knew he was rambling. He outlined Sam’s interaction with Anja on the rocks in 
the moments before she drowned, and the threat Sam had made as Hall left the 
Seabourne’s house. He forced himself to pause before he elaborated on what he thought 
had happened between Sarah and Sam.  
“I’m going to sit back and let the cops work it out. If they do, you won’t necessarily be 
part of it. I feel like I’m too involved,” Hall said. 
“What about the other missing girl? How does she fit into it?” 
“I don’t know. There was a sighting of her at Marrawah a day ago.” 
“That’s not the first time someone has thought they’ve seen her,” she said. 
“My gut feeling is that there is no serial killer.” 
“Sounds like you’re blowing a good story.” 
Hall stared, frustrated with her lack of emotion. “Sarah, this story is the wet dream of 
an old hack journo like me.” 
“Don’t do this for me mate. I’m not worth it.” 
 
Kelp 271 
He grabbed her hand and she snatched it away. He felt stupid, a school-boy making a 
fool of himself. 
“Why are you acting like this?” he said. 
“Like what? You got what you paid for. I never false advertised.” 
“Don’t be crass.” 
“Hall. Go back to town and your teenybopper girlfriends. I’m not interested in you any 
more.” 
Hall left her alone on the rocks. As he walked up to the guesthouse, he hoped to not 
pass anyone. If he had to speak, even to say hello, Hall feared he might cry. 
* 
When Hall finally found her he was apologetic and carrying wild flowers. The bunch was 
tied with a piece of plaited dune grass. No one had ever given her flowers. She studied 
them while they talked about Roger, who the hospital said was going to be okay. Hall 
picked up the spare rod and adjusted the hook. She was using raw chicken for bait but she 
didn’t offer him any. She was satisfied that he had helped Roger, it was the right thing to 
do, but there was an implication in the way he told her about it that suggested she should 
be grateful to him. He had paused after he told the story, as though waiting for her to 
provide the conclusion. Sarah had merely nodded. Hall had done what was required, that 
was all. 
Hall had farfetched theories about Anja Traugott and Sam Seabourne. There was a 
chance that her demise happened in the way that he suggested. It was equally plausible 
that she got attacked by a shark. Who knew? The only sensible thing Hall said was that if 
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Sam did push the woman in, it was impossible to prove. Sarah didn’t care. The realisation 
startled her enough that she slacked the line and lost a decent chunk of bait. 
They didn’t mention the night she had spent drinking at the wharf with Sam 
Seabourne. She had nothing to say about it. Denying something she wasn’t that certain 
about was pointless. Who cared if she did sleep with Sam? It wasn’t like she forced him.  
She poised the rod over her shoulder, whipped the line out to sea. She particularly 
didn’t care what Hall Flynn thought about it. He was not morally superior. But as they 
talked about Roger’s recovery she searched his face. All she saw was the same crinkled 
kindness she had recognised in him from the start. 
* 
His gear was in the Holden, he’d paid Jane in full. She knew he was standing there, 
waiting to speak to her, but she betrayed no sign of it except for pulling weeds faster than 
she usually did.  
“Jane,” he began. 
She swung around. Sweat shone on her reddened neck and dampened the arm pits of 
her t-shirt. 
“Life’s too short to beat around the bush.”  
“Let sleeping dogs lie,” he offered. 
She wiped her hands on her jeans. He knew what she was about to say and he didn’t 
want to hear it. He felt ill, off colour. It was childish, his reaction. It wasn’t like Jane had 
given an explicit description of what they could do sexually together. She wanted his 
company. Nothing wrong with that, he repeated silently. Inside his pockets, he rubbed his 
sweaty finger tips together. 
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Jane was speaking to the sea. “The other night was a mistake. I’ve apologised to you 
already.” 
“You have and I did too. It was a mistake but no harm done.” 
“This is not the life I would choose if I had a choice.” 
Hall looked around, trying to understand her. The fenced yard, the hard stubby grass 
and faded house with its broken windows and downstairs, the bedroom she had slept in 
alone for almost a decade. She continued. 
“But it’s my life. I don’t want it stuffed up,” she said. “Appreciate it if you could keep 
what happened to yourself.” 
“Of course.” 
“You get what I’m saying Hall? I have a private life.” 
She almost smiled and Hall realised what she was implying. She had a boyfriend. He 
couldn’t imagine what kind of man would want to make love with her. Did she discard 
her narkiness with the faded flannelette nightshirt he had seen flapping on the Hills hoist? 
He shuddered. 
“Gary’s back?” 
“Don’t you mind,” Jane started digging again. “No. He’s a bag of shit. He wasn’t here 
to help; he wanted money. Good luck to him.” 
“Don’t be like that. Maybe he wanted to see you.” 
She dug and tossed the soil and few more times before shoving the fork in hard. “I’ve 
never had a man who didn’t let me down.” 
“You’re an angry woman Jane.”  
She shrugged.  
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“You have to get over it.” She didn’t answer. “It’s not healthy to be so angry.” 
“People have said to me, are you planning on being this bitter for the rest of your 
life?” Jane said. “Maybe I am.” 
“Jane…” 
She flicked her hand in his direction, dismissing him. “You’ve made yourself heard.” 
* 
Simone’s green Mercedes was parked out the front of the Seabourne beach house. Sarah 
stood at the top of their block, deliberating. She had the option of not visiting Sam. She 
could let it go, let things run their course. There had been the same option with Jake that 
night at the Pineapple Hotel. In hindsight, she should have gone home well before the 
confrontation began. But this situation with Sam was not going to escalate. Not today. 
She had not had a drink for three days. Her mind was calm. 
Her tentative knock echoed in the quiet afternoon. Sam came to the door, his eyes 
were bloodshot; either the ocean was extremely salty or he had been crying. Sarah did not 
lower her voice.  
“I’m not here to have a go. I just want to know. What did you tell Hall?” 
“I don’t know.” 
“Yes you do.” 
Sam shoved his hands in his pockets and looked at his sneakers. They were laced 
tightly, the laces tied in neat bows, the first time she had seen his sneakers done up. 
“Something about riding in your canoe,” he said. 
“Something about me and my canoe?” 
“I’m sorry. I was trying to impress the reporter.” 
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“Look, what happened at Christmas was my fault. I’m dealing with the reasons behind 
it, just so you know. I’m sorry.” 
Cooking sounds could be heard from within the holiday house, reminding them that 
they were not alone. Garlic and cheese smells could be detected. Whatever anyone said 
about Simone, her son was well looked after. Sam glanced over his shoulder. He stepped 
outside and closed the door behind him. The sun was in his eyes now and he squinted. 
“What?” Sarah said. 
“You didn’t do anything.” 
“Shut up.” 
“You didn’t. You let me feel your tits and – ” 
Sarah’s face heated with embarrassment. “Shut up.” 
“You told me to piss off.” 
“Enough information.” 
Relief coursed through her, a salve on her soul, as thorough as a rushing king tide. 
There was nothing else to discuss. Sarah collected her gear and waved her hand in the air 
without looking back.  
“Wait.” Sam was following. “I didn’t push Anja.” 
“Who said you did?” 
“She fell. No one believes me. I tried to save her. I jumped in. I couldn’t get to her.” 
“Dangerous rip currents operate off Sloop Point. A poor swimmer like her wouldn’t 
stand a chance.” 
“Yes.” His face slackened into a relieved smile which she did not return. “Tell him.” 
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“Hall? He knows the truth.” 
Walking down to the beach on the Seabourne’s track, she vowed never to drink rum 
again. She had made the promise before, usually during the nauseous wakeful sleep, the 
prelude to a violent convulsive vomit. This time she was sober and she meant it. 
People said when you asked for forgiveness, you felt lighter. She didn’t feel lighter. 
She felt clearer, but pained. Her mind was not convoluted with anxious kaleidoscopic 
emotions, nervous thoughts colliding. She was thinking straight. Sober, in control of her 
thoughts, and all she could think of was Hall. 
* 
Hall drove out of the guest house cul de sac, along the high road above the shacks and the 
sea, past the lagoon and along the straight gravel road leading out of the national park. He 
was not worrying about the danger of sliding off the slippery gravel. The sign to Sloop 
Point caught his eye as he entered the eucalyptus shade and he indicated left. He doubted 
he would ever return, and he wanted to sit by the rock pool, just for five or ten minutes. 
Time to take a breath. 
The rock pool was peaceful. In the open ocean glistening twists of kelp reared with 
each oceanic pump. Hall sat on the cold stone floor in the cave. Through the window he 
watched gulls circling the white peaks of Sloop Rock. At the other end of the beach the 
Avery’s shack was indistinguishable from the hillside. Below, the rock pool was as 
tranquil as it had been the day he visited with Sarah. 
A message came through on his phone. It was from one of the blokes on the subs desk, 
a guy who Hall has started out with. It said: Mate, you’re off the system. Sorry. Call me 
when you get this.  
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Hall reread it. 
“For fuck’s sake. No.” 
The thing was, he didn’t feel entirely surprised. He hadn’t filed anything decent for 
days, hadn’t returned any of Christine’s calls either. He wished he’d rung her back and 
told her where to go. But not this. Oh God, not like this. 
Twenty-three years. Those arseholes. Without thinking he swung his arm back and 
hurled the mobile phone as hard as he could. It bounced off the rock and disappeared into 
the ocean. That phone was company property; they could take the cost out of his 
severance package. That’s how they treat you. No gold watch, no farewell lunch. Not 
even a bottle of cheap champagne standing around the desks. 
Everything was blurry. He sat down hard on the rock. It wasn’t the way he wanted to 
go. 
A complaint lodged with Equal Opportunities would give Christine a few sleepless 
nights. He could allege discrimination on account of his personal politics. Damn it, that 
was a ridiculous strategy. They’d done everything by the book. 
What was he supposed to do now? Hall shook his head. Waves rolled in, splashing 
over the rocks, not making it far enough to disturb the rock pool’s perfect blue surface. It 
was the same warm summer sky, the same dappled sea and circling gulls but for the 
moment it held no charm. 
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Chapter 13 
 
Under a gloomy sky, far out where the continental shelf dropped away and the ocean 
turned from turquoise into a dark watery void, Roger caught a blue-eye trevalla. 
According to Don, who watched with unconcealed envy as Roger showed it off down at 
the boat ramp that morning, no one had come home with a trevalla that big since 1993. It 
had to weigh twenty-five kilograms at least.  
“Where’s the press when you need them?” Don said. “This is front page stuff.” 
Hall had been gone for four days and momentarily Sarah thought Don was talking to 
her. Then Roger swivelled around, his whole face squinting in the sharp morning sun. He 
laughed a snorting laugh. It was the first time she had seen Don speak directly to Roger. 
“You nuts? You want to queue up to drop your boat in?” Sarah said. 
The fish was impressive, but what escaped the pressing crowd was the fact that Roger 
had motored all the way out there in his tinny. He was either brave or stupid; greasy black 
rain clouds boiled on the horizon. His tinny was so light that a four foot wave could flip 
it. Knowing that he had caught the fish on the Alvey surf rod she had lent him added to 
Sarah’s relief at his safe return. 
Roger, ruddy-faced and grinning, held his catch up to the sky. It was a magnificent 
fish, its pointy nose more than a foot long, its scales shimmering in shades of topaz and 
sapphire. For once Roger didn’t conceal his face with his good hand. 
* 
Hall had been home in Launceston for three days when Ann Eggerton left a message on 
his landline. He almost didn’t call her back. He didn’t work for the paper and had no 
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desire to listen to her condescending condolences over his dismissal. Halfway through 
mowing his back lawn curiosity got the better of him. 
“Simone Seabourne and her son made a statement at the St Helen’s office two days 
ago,” Ann said. “I thought you might want to know. Your replacement told me you were 
on gardening leave.” 
“Can you read me the statement?” 
“I shouldn’t.” 
“In summary? Please.” 
“Off the record and not for publication. He admits he was there on Sloop Point when 
the victim entered the water.” 
Hall sat down on the sunken sofa in his sunroom. He picked at the yellow daisy 
pattern imprinted in the worn fabric while she prattled away. He listened without 
interrupting. Damn, this was good news. Maybe tonight he would be able to sleep 
properly. 
“You’re the best in the business Ann.” 
“One other thing. You didn’t hear it from me but we might be looking for a media 
liaison for our Burnie office soon.” 
“Not a chance in hell.” 
“Oh.” 
“I’m joking. Thanks Ann but I need a break from the frontline.” 
“I understand.” She liked that; in her voice he could hear satisfaction with the 
implication that her job was as difficult and meaningful as a journalist’s.  
* 
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Charred trees surrounded the tip like thin, naked survivors. Broken glass spun sunlight. 
Even Roger’s car wreck had an aspect of beauty, its vintage lines evoking a bygone era. 
A red bauble, a Christmas decoration, lay surprisingly intact in the ash. Sarah picked it 
up. It looked like one from Pamela’s tree. Christmas seemed like months ago, a blur of 
sadness. How morose she must have seemed to her family, sitting in the armchair 
drinking beer after beer. She had barely spoken to anyone that day, had barely raised her 
stubby for any of the toasts. Things had changed a lot since.  
A television crew had been driving around since early this morning. Don saw them 
coming out of the tip. Pamela speculated that new evidence had turned up. Perhaps a 
skeleton had been discovered in the tip, or a weapon. Sarah’s father pointed out that there 
had been many items thrown in there over the years which could be used as a weapon. 
Blunt fishing knives, rusted sheets of corrugated iron, heavy cooking pots, fencing posts, 
tyre irons; John’s list had gone on and on.  
Sarah no longer believed they would find anything. Not here in the burned out tip, not 
in the lagoon if Don’s idea of dredging it ever eventuated, not washed in by the next big 
storm. It was a gut feeling, something she could not analyse but knew to be true. 
Last night was the first time she had slept properly since before she punched Jake. She 
dreamt of nothing, had slept past the stifling silent early hours and woken to the now 
comforting sounds of her family beginning the day.  
Sarah crouched down to pick up the Christmas decoration. How it survived the fire, 
she had no idea. Without thinking, she tossed it onto the front seat of Roger’s Valiant. It 
occurred to her that it might confuse the investigation, that the television crews might 
turn it into a story. The thought made her grin. 
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Riding her mountain bike back to the shack she noticed a glint of green through the 
trees. Parked at the top of Roger’s driveway was the Holden. Her stomach flipped. Hall 
Flynn, too gutless to drive down the sand trap driveway. She smiled. She peered in the 
window and noticed he had cleaned the car. There was a new yellow sticker on the back 
window. An Alvey Reel Fills The Creel. He must have stolen it from her tackle box. She 
paused for a moment, then peddled hard home smiling a smile so wide it made her cheeks 
hurt. 
* 
Hall walked towards the little blue shack with the red geraniums. Someone had been 
shucking abalone on the wooden picnic table, the shells were scattered on the grass. The 
bloated technicoloured surfboard Sarah and Erica called The Pig leaned against the 
bunkroom wall. A pile of wet bathers sat on a banana lounge; he recognised John’s 
budgie smugglers and Flip’s red one-piece. The familial intimacy of the tangled 
swimmers halted him. Perhaps he was intruding, had intruded enough already, on this 
family’s summer holiday. 
Sarah strode around the corner before he had time to rethink his plan. She carried a 
shovel in each hand. 
“You were at Roger’s for so long I thought you must be planning to spend the night 
there.” 
“I’m sure he’d let me camp on his veranda couch if I need to.” 
“You’re dreaming. That’s the cats’ bed.”  
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It was important to explain to Sarah why he was here. He weighed his words. The 
main thing he had planned to say was that he didn’t want to leave things like they had 
been left. Instead, Sarah handed him a shovel. 
“Come on. I need your help.” 
On the beach Hall leaned on the shovel while Sarah dragged her toe through the damp 
sand, drawing the lines for the trench they were about to dig. She explained that the 
lagoon was full and washing into the edges of the dune grass. It wouldn’t take much work 
to dig the trench to release the pent up tea-tree stained water into the ocean. Some people 
were concerned that it was environmentally bad to meddle with the lagoon. It would 
upset the natural ecosystem, drain the lagoon of micro fish food. They were idiots; the 
lagoon was pushing against the sand that lay between it and the ocean, it would break 
through of its own accord any day now.  
He had expected questions about Anja Traugott or Keneally’s sensationalised story 
about the possible sightings of Chloe Crawford. But Sarah did not mention any of it. She 
didn’t even ask why Keneally’s byline was now running under the Bay of Fires Killer 
banner.  
“Let’s start work,” she said 
As she jammed her shovel into the sand she threw him a quick wink. 
* 
Deep down the sand was heavy. It slumped off the spade before it could be removed from 
the trench. Sweat stuck Sarah’s clothes to her skin. Beside her Hall panted with exertion 
under the harsh afternoon sun. He was too knackered to talk; that was a good thing. Half 
an hour back he looked like he was about to have an emotional meltdown. He had that 
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thoughtful half-smile and too much eye contact. He was back and she was glad to see 
him; hopefully he could just accept they were on the same page.  
It wasn’t long before the beach felt crowded. Sarah directed everyone where to work; 
Erica, Steve and Sam should dig halfway between the lagoon and the sea, John and Flip 
should dig halfway between there and the lagoon. Simone Seabourne tucked her caftan 
into her bikini bottoms so she could dig properly. Jane Taylor grunted with a shovel on 
her own. Several groups of curious people, probably renting one of the fishing shacks, 
wandered along the beach to watch as progress began to be made.  
Over the past week, Sarah had gauged the lagoon’s shape, its fullness, and plotted the 
most strategic spot to dig the trench. In two hours they had dug a forty-metre trench in the 
middle of the beach. Either side of it, fifty metres of digging remained when Don and 
Pamela arrived with bottles of champagne and the Webber.  
* 
When only three metres remained between the trench and the lagoon Sarah whistled and 
everyone stopped work. Pamela opened another bottle of champagne, Sam stood poised 
with his surfboard. It was still light. Knee deep in water in what was the dry trench, Hall 
tugged on Sarah’s arm. The wall of sand between them and the lagoon was quivering. 
Hall watched it nervously. Any moment now a measureless torrent of water would storm 
through the weak sand wall, gobbling everything in its path. 
“Maybe we should stand up there with everyone else?” Hall said. 
“Timing it is the challenge.” 
A trickle of water oozed through the damp sand. It was tea-tree brown, definitely not 
sea water. Hall moved down the trench and hoisted himself out. Sarah followed. They 
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barely made it out as the pressure from the lagoon exploded. It was louder than Hall 
expected; the sound of sliding gravel, the slish of mud. A cheer rose up and parents 
pulled their children back as the huge water rushed forward to the ocean. It gutted the 
beach and surged into the ocean, the azure water swamped with a tea tree stained, yellow 
and frothy. 
Sarah whooped. Others clapped and hooted. Sam ran and jumped with his surfboard, 
the first person to plunge into the water. He stood up without delay, skilfully riding the 
current out into the ocean. Steve clutched a boogie board, holding on as the tormented 
water ripped out to sea. He was a strong guy and he was making it look difficult. Sarah 
rode the pig surfboard along the rushing waves at the edge of the gutter, using her upper 
body strength to steer. She had told Hall she expected him to follow. 
Above the noisy rush Hall was conscious of a conversation being conducted in self-
conscious tones. He did not mean to eavesdrop. 
“I’ve got some rubbish Felicity wants to get rid of,” John Avery was telling Jane. 
“Trailer is there if you want it. Three o’clock I’ll be around.” 
“Done,” John nodded curtly. 
Jane watched him walk away. Not a measured glance, Hall noted, just long enough to 
confirm he was leaving. Dr Avery strolled around the lagoon to where his canoe nestled 
in the dune. When Hall glanced at Jane again she was still watching John. She saw Hall 
looking and held his gaze. In that moment Hall realised he had known all along. 
“You can see that too,” Roger spoke from behind Hall. “No one else can.” 
“What are you talking about?” 
“That’s been happening a real long time. Since her husband was here.” 
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“How do you know?” 
“I’m smart,” Roger’s eyes narrowed as though he were looking into the sun. “Real 
smart.”  
On the pig, Sarah coasted out into the ocean. Hall did not want to follow. It wasn’t 
getting in that was the hard bit, it was getting out. If he rode that boogie board he knew 
he would careen out to sea, marooned in the grungy water.  
John’s canoe shot down the lagoon towards the entrance. Water gushed under him, he 
tapped the water with the paddle in a futile attempt to steer it. As the canoe entered the 
opening, it was seized by frothing water and spun in circles towards the ocean, John 
frantically trying to control the canoe. Jane cackled; Flip shouted for him to be careful. 
“She’s right,” Roger said. “He should be careful. If he wants to make it back to shore 
in one piece. That lagoon will flick him out into the south-westerly circular current and 
whoosh…”  
Roger tapped the air as though he were a magician wielding a wand. 
“You reckon a body wouldn’t come back?” Hall asked. 
“I know a body wouldn’t come back.” 
Hall paused. His mind sorted previous conversations, rearranged small details, recalled 
notes he had taken. Stop it, man. It’s over. He moved away from Roger, towards the 
rushing water. It would be days before the sea would return to its natural colour. Rain fell 
in the Blue Tiers, trickled through dry forest creeks, filled the Last River which flushed 
the St Columba and Detention Falls, ebbed through rainforest, nursed fresh water salmon 
and platypus, watered Pyengana dairy farms, trickled through unnamed tin mining creeks, 
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soaked through the Aspley and Piccaninny marshes before draining into the eastern river 
system and finally filling the Chain of Lagoons. Now it was being returned to the ocean. 
Pamela, Flip, Jane and Simone sipped champagne. 
“Come on Hall, we’re all waiting for you to show us your stuff,” Pamela called. 
The others, tipsy, hooted in agreement. Reluctantly, Hall toyed with a button on his 
shirt. He wasn’t a strong swimmer; how humiliating if someone, Sarah probably, had to 
rescue him. He knew he should wait until the torrent calmed. The canoe looked like it 
was spinning out to sea.  
Erica was on the edge of the river, undecided whether to jump. She knelt down, her 
boogie board held out. She looked over her shoulder to see who was watching her and 
rolled her eyes and laughed. In the churning, directionless shallows, Sarah yelled 
directions to her father. 
“You’d be an idiot to swim in there,” Jane said. 
He had not noticed her approach. Her eyes were smiling. 
“Here’s your alibi.” She held out a champagne filled plastic glass for him to take. 
* 
Over the roar of the draining lagoon Sarah couldn’t hear Roger and Hall’s conversation. 
Roger gestured his fishing rod at the sea and Hall was talking and counting on his fingers. 
She came closer and listened. Large schools of mullet were sweeping up and down the 
coast. Hall thought he might have a chance of catching something. 
“Roger, don’t make it so easy for him,” she interrupted. “In the morning, Hall, I’m 
going to get some trevalla, if you’re around.” 
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Mullet were too easy. Not a sport fish. If Hall wanted to catch something other than a 
toad-fish, it should be a trevalla. It would test him. It would test her too; the frustration of 
standing back watching while he potentially lost the fish off the line might be more than 
she could stand. 
 
THE END 
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Main Text of Thesis Part 2 
The Endangered Spinster:  
Unmarried Women in Twenty-First Century Australian Fiction. 
 
Literary Treatments of the Single Woman in the Past 200 Years: A Brief Overview 
Fiction about women has often been dominated by traditional romance and marriage 
plots. From Jane Austen’s Emma to the modern heroine in Bridget Jones’ Diary, writers 
and readers derive satisfaction from seeing single women happily partnered off with a 
leading man. Chick-lit, the most commercially successful incantation of this theme, 
primarily offers readers escapism (Ferriss 2). Its heroines “may grapple with difficult 
questions about careers, mates and relationships with family members and friends, but the 
novels themselves skirt truly challenging territory, whether social or literary” (Wells 68). 
In contrast to chick-lit, contemporary literary fiction offers the opportunity for a more 
complex and varied representation of women in general, and single women in particular. 
However, in recently published literary fiction written by women, there is a limited 
representation of single women: they function as props for the story lines of partnered 
women or the narrative views their singleness as a problem and focuses on solving it.  
This essay looks at three such examples, Road Story (2005) by Julienne Van Loon, 
Addition (2008) by Toni Jordan and The Danger Game (2009) by Kalinda Ashton, and 
considers them in the light of second-wave feminist critiques of representations of 
women in canonical literature. It argues that despite the fact critics such as Kate Millett, 
Germaine Greer, Phyllis Chesler and Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar utilised literary 
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examples to demonstrate past oppression of women, far from producing a new literature 
that contests such representations, literary fiction of the so-called third-wave continues to 
perpetuate the myth that a single woman is single mindedly in search of a partner, and 
promote a modern socially constructed version of romantic love. 
Unloved, pathetic, feared or ridiculed; fiction has not always treated the spinster figure 
kindly. Today she still occupies an unenviable seat in the cultural imagination of writers. 
For the purposes of this essay, it was difficult to find any recently published novel by an 
Australian female author portraying a woman whose singleness did not become a major 
plot point, something that needed to be solved by the conclusion of the novel. In the three 
novels examined in this essay, leading female characters begin the novel as effectively 
single but gravitate towards a romantic resolution. Each text, to varying degrees, displays 
anxieties about singleness. I argue here that this anxiety is emblematic of debates 
between second- and third-wave feminism and reflects the complacent political and 
personal environment in which these novels have been created. As stated by one third-
wave feminist: “For our generation, feminism is like fluoride. We scarcely notice that we 
have it – it’s simply in the water.”1  
Crucial to my examination of current literature engaging with women’s issues is the 
political landscape and history from which these novels emerge. Second-wave feminism 
set a stage for the celebration of gladly single female characters. However, in a post-
second-wave world, women are still writing thoughtful literary fictions that nevertheless 
revolve around fairly traditional romance narratives. The novels exhibit an awareness of 
                                                 
1 Baumgardner, J, and Richards, Amy. Manifesta: Young Women, Feminism, and the Future. Farrar, Straus 
and Giroux. New York. 2000.  Page 17 
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the groundbreaking findings of second-wave feminists, yet return to a pre-second-wave 
concern with suburban domestic heteronormativity. It is unnerving that the fruits of the 
third-wave, a movement about choice and empowerment, present women who long for 
this passionately rejected territory. 
My Creative Project, Kelp, inadvertently perpetuated this problem in early drafts. The 
manuscript focused on a female protagonist’s romantic aspirations, with the male 
protagonist playing a pivotal and influential role in this female character’s arc. Early 
versions of the novel concluded with them falling in love and preparing to live happily 
ever after. My interest in the representation of single women in fiction drove the creation 
of several strong, single women: a widow who enjoys more freedom than other female 
characters; a business owner who is estranged from her husband, a situation that arguably 
improves her life; and the protagonist who is the antithesis of passive feminine 
constructs. Other married or coupled women serve to highlight the issues relating to 
single women in this manuscript, rather than single women supporting a cast of married 
women as has been the case traditionally in literature.  
The recently published authors’ hesitation in writing about self-determined single women 
reflects cultural anxieties about female singleness. This anxiety centres around issues of 
freedom and autonomy, and has been acknowledged in different ways: some younger 
women have blamed older women for encouraging them to prioritise a career over having 
children (Haussegger 62) while others contend that women continue to be victims of 
“social norms that pressured women to want things that they ‘should’ choose, such as 
marriage rather than being single, motherhood rather than a career, heterosexuality rather 
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than lesbianism” (Hirschmann 151). In works of fiction the cause and expression of these 
anxieties has changed over time; however, their effect, namely the marginalisation of 
single women in literature, has not transformed that much. This marginalisation has been 
explained by some critics as due to the spinster figure’s sexuality becoming her most 
distinguishing feature (Rosenthal 146). This essay investigates how the single woman 
functions in these recent novels through the thematic links of singleness, sexuality, 
domesticity and desire, and marriage.  
The trajectory I traced across two centuries of women’s writing is necessarily reductive, 
but I have endeavoured to include these author’s voices in a series of extended footnotes 
that complement the text of my essay. These footnotes do not mean that their voices are 
in any way marginal, rather that they are too insistent to be left out of the essay 
altogether. In nineteenth-century novels the old maid’s marginalisation was a symptom of 
views of marriage. In Jane Austen: Women Politics and the Novel, Claudia Johnson 
observed that at this time marriage confirmed a woman’s ultimate contribution to society: 
having children and supporting her husband. In Austen’s novels, “it is marriage that at all 
times confirms and reproduces social arrangements... and was seen as the best possible 
arrangement in an imperfect world”(Johnson 89). Marriage was also the only way women 
could enjoy sexual relations. It is because the spinster did not fit in with this marital 
ideology that she was cast as an object of pity or ridicule. While this depiction can mask a 
subversive point, with the disagreeable female character revealing an author’s 
“discomfort with the glass coffin of female submission” (Gilbert and Gubar 174), more 
often, as was the case with the governess figure in nineteenth-century fiction, the single 
woman awaited a narrow fate, and her use lay in unobtrusively observing and reporting 
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the lives of others. There are few examples of unmarried women with a strong sense of 
self: spinster characters who achieve independence do so at a price.2 
The single woman remained stuck in an oppressive rut into the twentieth century, as a 
figure forced to choose between personal romantic happiness and professional 
satisfaction, or whose physical ugliness was written as the reason for her failure to 
achieve heterosexual normalcy. Curiosity about single women was increasing, but 
unfortunately many twentieth-century heroines faced fates as narrow as their nineteenth-
century counterparts.3 
Towards the middle of the century scorn for unmarried or childless women erupted from 
a perceived need to replace a population decimated by World War I. Novels published in 
this timeframe were conflicted between viewing marriage as a rite of passage for women 
                                                 
2 See for example the deferential and absurd Miss Bates in Emma (1815) who epitomises this idea of the 
spinster. Her obverse is the fallen Esther in Mary Barton (1814) – unmarried but disgraced. This is not to 
say that all single women were viewed as despised or fallen, but even those who exhibited some autonomy 
must sacrifice something, such as their sexuality (Lucy in Villette, 1853) or genuine happiness 
(Middlemarch, 1871, presents a bleak depiction of the realities of marriage). Other independent women 
exist at society’s margins, such as Mary and Diana Rivers in Jane Eyre by Charlotte Bronte (1847). For an 
example of a strong single protagonist see Clara Morison: A Tale of South Australian Gold Fever (1854) 
by Catherine Helen Spence. 
3 Miles Franklin’s work demonstrates the dilemma faced by female novelists: to write for a patriarchal 
audience, or to write in spite of this and risk not being published. A single woman trying to succeed in a 
masculine world is a key theme in My Brilliant Career (1901). The dichotomy faced by women in this era 
appears frequently in literature. See Louise in Henry Handel Richardson’s Maurice Guest (1908), Mary 
Datchet in Virginia Woolf’s Night and Day (1919), and Sophie in Katharine Susannah Prichard’s The 
Black Opal (1921): all depict women forced to choose between personal and professional outcomes. A 
particularly striking example of this theme appears in a novel that was initially banned, Radclyffe Hall’s 
The Well of Loneliness (1928), which explores the difficulties women face seeking pleasure outside of 
conventional marriage. The assumption that marriage is a desirable option is reinforced when a 
protagonist’s marital status is linked to her physical unattractiveness, such as Miss Kilman, the disliked 
history tutor in Mrs Dalloway (1925). However, Virginia Wolf’s work is an excellent case in point of the 
growing curiosity about single women following World War I: The Voyage Out (1915) features several 
maiden aunts who intrigue other characters but have a small role, though Rachel Vinrace must die for her 
ambivalence about marriage. Twenty years later artist Lily Briscoe is a feminist, positive example of a 
spinster in To the Lighthouse (1927). Literary fiction of this era contains a trend in which women are 
depicted as victims of a macabre masculinist society. Barbara Baynton’s outback gothic short stories Bush 
Studies (1902) and her novel Human Toll (1907) presents women threatened by unseen men, or suffering 
alone and the death of the protagonist in Coonardoo (1929) suggests Prichard faced a dilemma similar to 
that confronted by nineteenth-century novelists regarding fallen women.  
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and depicting it as problematic. In the 1960s, in the wake of backlash against the 
housewife, the radical spinster emerged as a complex and less reviled woman who 
provided forward momentum for the narrative without succumbing to a romantic plot 
climax. Following feminism’s second-wave single women were celebrated, with many 
having a vital influence on the plot due to their freedom from domestic commitments.4  
Literary fiction in the 1980s was marked by some heroines committing radical acts; 
confirmation that they live outside of societal expectations. One feature of the single 
woman’s transformation was in permission granted to her to have, in some instances 
wild, sex. Broadly speaking, then, it was in the 1990s that literary fiction became 
confused about the role of women. In forging their own versions of female characters, 
writers exhibited a kind of fin de siècle positivity that hinted at the backtracking apparent 
in women’s writing in the following decade. Protagonist Dagmar in Beverley Farmer’s 
The Seal Woman (1992) is not burdened by being single. This novel is very much a fruit 
of the second-wave, even including a scene in which Dagmar tastes her own menstrual 
blood, a nod to Germaine Greer’s emancipation criteria. Sexual and social expectations 
had been overturned, but while some novels reclaimed the domestic sphere following 
                                                 
4 Marriage is viewed as the only means by which women can gain access to economic and sexual security 
in novels set in the mid-century, see for example Christina Stead’s For Love Alone (1944). Similarly in 
Olga Masters’ Loving Daughters (1984), set just after World War I, marriage polarises two sisters 
interested in the same man and ultimately both women end the novel unfulfilled sexually and emotionally. 
These negative representations of marriage are countered with spinsters finding contentment and increased 
empowerment through their work as governesses. In Ivy Compton-Burnett’s A House and Its Head (1935) 
a clever governess influences her own fortune and in A Father and His Fate (1957) a contented (yet 
oppressed) governess is depicted. Generally, literary fiction produced post 1960s marks a turning point for 
the self-determined, proudly single woman such as Helen Garner’s Monkey Grip (1977) which rejects 
social and sexual expectations about women, and presents a viable alternative lifestyle with the female 
protagonist taking a younger lover and choosing to be a single mother. Elizabeth Jolley celebrates 
spinsterhood in Miss Peabody’s Inheritance (1983) with an exuberant fictional protagonist Miss Thorne, 
and with Miss Peabody who experiences an awakening which changes her life. In The Well (1984) Hester’s 
fascinating but unhealthy relationship with Katherine is able to play out because Hester is single. May 
Sarton empowers her spinsters, writing educated, generous, driven women such as Lucy Winter, Hallie 
Summerson and Carole Cope in The Small Room (1961).  
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second-wave backlash, a preoccupation with confliction over women’s roles remained 
evident.5 
By the 1990s the spinster had successfully moved from being a powerless other to a self-
empowered subject. Yet fifteen years later, anxiety about singleness manifests in literary 
fiction. In The Danger Game Alice ends up with her best friend, in Road Story Diana 
pursues an unfulfilling relationship for most of the novel and in Addition Grace’s new 
boyfriend is presented as the solution for her mental illness. The paradox presented by 
these novels is how the literary treatment of the single woman, while conscious of the 
debt it owes, undermines or retreats from advances made by second-wave feminists in 
regard to marriage, domesticity and patriarchy.  
                                                 
5 Confliction regarding women’s roles is depicted in Thea Astley’s Vanishing Points (1993) in which Julie 
Truscott feels guilty for abandoning her family. This engagement, and ultimate confliction, with feminist 
ideals is a theme common to this era. Justine Ettler’s The River Ophelia (1995) has a protagonist who 
enthusiastically pursues masochistic sex and ultimately rejects her male lover. Ettler’s novel has been 
criticised for its patriarchal preoccupation in the way the sex is written, and in protagonist Justine’s final 
decision to find a new lover, which ensures that this novel is not as uncomplicatedly feminist as earlier 
novels. Mary Fallon’s Working Hot (1989) overtly explores sexual activity from a female perspective, yet 
this text also suggests a preoccupation with finding love and being loved. Amanda Lohrey’s Camille’s 
Bread (1995) celebrates a woman and her daughter against a blissful domestic backdrop. Marita considers 
and ultimately resists any masculinist intrusion on her maternal world from her ex-husband or her 
boyfriend; there is no traditional happy ending. Similarly, The Seal Woman is a positive illustration of a 
woman’s potential. Dagmar’s love interest Martin provides a sexual relationship through which she can 
examine her own desire yet ultimately Dagmar’s emotional regeneration is driven by marine mythology, 
the physical beauty of the sea, her relationships with other women, and the impending birth of a new child. 
Sexual relationships were not the only way female characters rallied against social expectations. In Sally 
Morgan’s My Place (1987) Daisy (Nan) achieves a small but significant amount of self-determination by 
controlling how much information she reveals to her granddaughter about her past. While she survives rape 
and racism, Daisy’s story does not conform to British literary stereotypes which mean victims have to die. 
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The Driving Advances of Feminism  
If you’re not outraged, you’re not paying attention.  
~ Kalinda Ashton, The Danger Game 
 
This essay considers contemporary women’s writing in relation to the ethos and 
achievements of the second-wave of feminism. While in the 1800s first-wave feminism 
focused on changing the inequalities of women’s legal, education and economic rights, 
the second-wave feminism of the 1960s and 1970s was motivated by the politics of 
reproduction and sought to change the way women were treated differently to men 
sexually, in the family, at work and in society at large. Following the 1949 publication of 
Simone De Beauvoir’s germinal text The Second Sex, the housewife crystallised as the 
image illustrating all that was wrong with women’s lives. Endless drudgery, repetition of 
menial tasks and no control over the meaning of her life are some of the problems De 
Beauvoir associated with the housewife. Key to influencing attitudes about these issues 
were four second-wave feminist texts: Kate Millett’s Sexual Politics (1970), Germaine 
Greer’s The Female Eunuch (1970), Phyllis Chesler’s Women and Madness (1972) and 
Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar’s The Madwoman in the Attic (1979).  
These authors’ approaches ranged from literary, cultural, social and psychoanalytic 
examinations but they all shared the view that woman’s oppression is linked to her 
sexuality. They also all cited literary examples: Millett tracked sexual politics from Greek 
mythology to mid-twentieth-century fiction, Greer looked at the idealisation of women in 
literature and art, Chesler used Greek mythology with its goddess and female warrior 
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motifs and Gilbert and Gubar examined nineteenth-century women writers. Each text 
identified an underlying link between female oppression and literary depictions of 
women. Chesler did not remain focused on literature; however, her research into madness 
bore out the connection between certain versions of femininity and madness written about 
in fiction. These texts shared the view that one particular way woman’s sexuality 
becomes engaged in her oppression is through the construct of romantic love. Romantic 
love is the central discourse being uncovered in this account of feminist scholarship and 
in this project’s analysis of contemporary women’s literary fiction. Romantic love is 
intrinsically linked to femininity; it is the motivation and justification for the role a 
woman is able to play in society. In objecting to the patriarchal social construct that a 
woman’s biological fate should impact upon her potential, these second-wave feminists 
staked a claim for women’s liberation and still influence current feminist thought. 
In 1970 Kate Millett undertook a cultural and literary analysis of sex in Sexual Politics. 
This text represented the sexual act as inherently political. “Coitus... is set so deeply 
within the larger context of human affairs that it serves as a charged microcosm of the 
variety of attitudes and values to which culture subscribes” (23). She examined the role 
patriarchy plays in sex, and compared what she saw as hetero-racist literary depictions of 
sex with those by more progressive authors. In a patriarchal society like ours, she argued, 
“sexual dominion obtains nevertheless as perhaps the most pervasive ideology of our 
culture and provides its most fundamental concept of power” (25). Millett was one of the 
first feminists to draw attention to arrangements in which one person, or one group of 
people, controlled another. In art and culture the traditions of male dominance of women 
and female compliance with this dominance manifested in representations of sex and in 
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constructions of romantic love. The ideology of romantic love, which suggested that there 
is one perfect life partner for each person, permitted women to have sex with just one 
specific person, and in this way, in the hands of a patriarchal society, it became a tool 
utilised by men to manipulate women emotionally. Economic dependency and the 
inferiority of female status were easily forgotten when their focus was on the attainment 
of romantic love.  
By tracking the changes in sexual politics in literature, from Greek mythology to the 
twentieth century, Millett provided a map of how patriarchal oppression came to be so 
deeply entrenched in our culture. Millett’s examples ranged from John Ruskin and John 
Stuart Mill, to D.H. Lawrence and Norman Mailer, in order to show the myriad ways in 
which women have been constructed as passive. Women were idealised to the point of 
denial of their own intellectual independence in the case of Ruskin or pathologised such 
that sexuality became steeped in guilt and degradation as in the case of Mailer. 
The sexual revolution Millett called for required social change in which society 
acknowledged and eliminated social and psychological sexual oppression. However, she 
was not optimistic, admitting that the enormous change to fundamental values required 
was not easily achieved. “For to actually change the quality of life is to transform 
personality, and this can not be done without freeing humanity from the tyranny of 
sexual-social category and conformity to sexual stereotype – as well as abolishing racial 
caste and economic class” (363). Millett saw links between class, race and female 
oppression. Limited economic resources have meant that historically women have relied 
on the prosperity of men for their own survival. In these patriarchal societies, Millett 
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claimed, class provoked disunity between women which effectively empowered men and 
disempowered women.  
In The Female Eunuch Germaine Greer was scathing that women had not capitalised on 
ground gained by the first-wave suffragette movement. However, she stated that the 
suffragettes paved the way for the failure of emancipation by their desire to maintain 
existing political and professional systems (17). They wanted entrance to the patriarchal 
world, rather than to change it. Greer wrote “it is not a sign of revolution when the 
oppressed adopt the manners of the oppressors and practise oppression on their own 
behalf” (369) and “if women understand by emancipation the adoption of the masculine 
role then we are lost indeed” (136).6 Literature and medicine have traditionally been 
phallocentric discourses and Greer tracked how the female body had been represented in 
these areas in western culture. She observes a litany of oppression: female afflictions 
dismissed as hysteria; women’s reproductive organs shrouded in secrecy or reviled; the 
female body sexually objectified for male pleasure. Greer blamed social conditioning for 
maiming the female personality in a bid to create a passive version of femininity. In the 
dating game this passivity was regarded as self-discipline: an ideal woman waited for the 
phone to ring and played hard to get.  
Greer saw the myth of romantic love firmly entrenched in contemporary culture and 
therefore key to analyses of contemporary fiction. It was the deal maker for patriarchal 
oppression: love meant marriage was the ultimate social achievement for a woman. Greer 
asserted that attributes of marriage such as love, financial income, security and children 
                                                 
6 The title The Female Eunuch refers to the way women’s value has been derived from the value they 
provide to others. Greer, prompted by Freud’s masculine convictions that a woman is a castrated man, 
argued that this image presents a castrated woman, a “cultural reduction of human possibilities” (83). 
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could all be achieved, if not improved on, outside of marriage. Fiction, she argued, fed 
unhelpful expectations of love with women obsessed with a male hero who “appears to 
master his fate; they long to give their responsibility for themselves into the keeping of 
one who can administer it in their best interests” (212). This romance fantasy distorted 
actual behaviour: in the process of relying on a man for fulfilment through love, a woman 
sacrificed personal responsibility for herself. By tracing relationships in history and 
literature from the sixteenth century to the present, Greer argued that the concept of love 
was relatively recent. She called for women to refuse marriage in order to banish the 
patriarchal social expectation code, arguing “abandonment of slavery is also the 
abandonment of the chimera of security” (384). 
Greer’s feminist solution involved women accepting their bodies, their sexuality, and 
taking personal responsibility for their emancipation. Strikingly, Greer located her 
solution to these problems in the body, specifically in the lack of respect given by men 
and women to the vagina as a sex organ, writing “the universal lack of esteem for the 
female organ becomes a deficiency in women’s self-esteem” (306). She even urged 
women to consider tasting their own menstrual blood, admonishing that if that repulsed 
them, they were a long way from taking pride in their femaleness, which was a necessary 
condition of liberation. Greer wrote of the vagina as an active player in sex, rather than a 
receptive vessel. Twenty years later in The Whole Woman (1991) she saw the “cunt-
power” that she spoke of in 1970 being interpreted as an excuse for a self-objectifying 
mode of promiscuity.  
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In this sequel to The Female Eunuch Greer was less scathing of those she previously 
regarded as less emancipated than her, noting that “there are feminists who see the home 
as a creative opportunity” (63). But she argued that motherhood is undervalued by 
society, women still don’t have their fertility and health completely in their own control, 
the vasectomy is culturally invisible, abortion is presented as a privilege and sexual 
disease is rife. Greer wrote “feminists used to demand the right to control our own 
bodies; what we got was the duty to submit our bodies to control by others” (106) and 
“women are driven through the health system like sheep through a dip. The disease they 
are being treated for is womanhood” (115). Greer observed that despite feminists trying 
to attach positive significance to menstruation the topic remained taboo, writing 
“advertising of sanitary protection can no more mention blood than advertising of toilet 
paper can mention shit” (37). 
A text that informed further analysis of the premise that a sexist society made women 
crazy was Phyllis Chesler’s Women and Madness (1972). Chesler’s psychoanalytic 
argument that women’s madness was due to their environment relied on medical statistics 
that revealed more women were in psychiatric institutions than men. Investigating this, 
Chesler found that a patriarchal society found it easier to institutionalise victims than deal 
with the real issues relating to oppression, discrimination, rape, incest and violence. 
Chesler revealed a double standard of mental health which excused men from being 
labelled as mentally ill while pathologising women with the same symptoms or 
personality traits. She observed that a female’s reproductive capacity saw her culturally 
and sexually castrated, which drove some women mad. In observing that biology 
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determined the role women play in society, Chesler wrote, “Women are impaled on the 
cross of self-sacrifice” (91).7 
For Chesler the twentieth-century version of romantic love justifies “the traditionally 
inevitable female destiny of marriage and children” (82). Chesler referred to Shulamith 
Firestone (The Dialectic of Sex, 1971) to confirm her point that women choose their 
servitude for love. Chesler built the foundations for her theory with examples from Greek 
mythology. Protector and warrior goddesses represented the direction society needed to 
head in; Chesler’s point was that these were women who deviated from the sex role 
assigned to them. She also listed female mythological characters who had no place to go 
but into motherhood and marriage. She criticised mythological mother figures for not 
teaching their daughters to be warriors or, in other words, failing to choose the difficult 
path. Chesler called for women to be freed from their reproductive destiny, to go through 
a psychological change in which there was a “transfer of affection” from one’s partner or 
children to oneself, to support each other, rather than blame, compete, sabotage or shun. 
These latter activities are symptoms of being colonised, not of self-empowerment. 
A landmark for feminist literary criticism, The Madwoman in the Attic (1979), examined 
how gender-strife functions in the work of nineteenth-century women writers. As the 
                                                 
7 The confinement of so-called mentally ill women has a long global history, from women condemned as 
witches in the 1600s to the male legal right to psychiatrically imprison their wives or daughters still in force 
at the time Chesler wrote. Greer also identified problems with the mental health industry, citing the number 
of women seeking paternal guidance from a psychoanalyst as an example of women denying their 
autonomy. “Psychiatry is a confidence trick”, according to Greer – the woman seeks help and is told the 
problem lies within her, rather than in the status quo (107). Critics of Chesler questioned the veracity of her 
research by observing that she only interviewed 60 women, most of whom were from minority social 
groups, therefore not representative of the broad cross section of institutionalised women. (Women and 
Madness reviewed by Time, January 22, 1973. www.phyllis-chesler.com/459/women-and-madness) 
Chesler’s analysis is useful for the purposes of this essay for the way that she draws upon textual evidence 
in addition to clinical evidence to make her claims. 
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eighteenth century drew to a close, anxieties of authorship for women motivated them to 
radically revise literature’s patriarchal conventions and images, and create new female 
fictional worlds. At this time, women in literature were represented as either angels 
(virtuous women, usually virgins) or monsters (rejected, outcast women, usually whores). 
Authors Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar claimed that in the patriarchal literary form 
these representations idealised women unrealistically while castigating those who failed 
to live up to this exacting standard. They examined how female writers expanded this 
restrictive dichotomy. The book emerged following Gilbert and Gubar’s discovery of a 
coherence of theme and imagery in the work of female writers who were geographically, 
historically, and psychologically distant from each other. Despite this distance, the 
women writers’ body of work constituted a revolt against patriarchal literary authority. 
Gilbert and Gubar explored the psychology of literary history from a feminist 
perspective, examining “the tensions and anxieties, hostilities and inadequacies writers 
feel when they confront not only the achievements of their predecessors but the traditions 
of genre, style, and metaphor that they inherit from such ‘forefathers’” (46).  
Gilbert and Gubar pointed out that these women’s literary legacy was extraordinary given 
the oppressive environments in which their work was written. Eighteenth- and 
nineteenth-century female authors “struggled in isolation that felt like illness, alienation 
that felt like madness, obscurity that felt like paralysis to overcome the anxiety of 
authorship that was endemic to their literary subculture” (51). Gilbert and Gubar drew on 
Chesler’s thesis that patriarchal socialisation literally made women sick with examples 
from nineteenth-century literature and life that reflected this. Impossible social 
expectations (submissiveness, pressure to be beautiful, domestic confinement) caused 
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anxiety such as anorexia and agoraphobia, which, they argued, “simply carry patriarchal 
definitions of ‘femininity’ to absurd extremes, and thus function as essential or at least 
inescapable parodies of social prescriptions” (54).8 
These feminist texts cohesively established the clarification of an intangible textual thing. 
Previously, women’s writing was not a specific area, but together these texts invented a 
language through which feminist critics could discuss women’s writing. By revealing 
clear examples of female sexual and social oppression in literature, these texts incited 
conversation about the challenges, achievements and insights of women’s writing. They 
showed how literary texts could intervene in the construction of women’s experiences. 
Novels written following the second-wave embraced this concept, not only evincing 
themes of consciousness raising and women’s lives changed, but also taking up the 
challenge of defying literary tradition.  
 
                                                 
8 The reference to Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre in the title The Madwoman in the Attic describes the 
collective practice by the women writers to project their own impulses of rage and anxiety onto mad or 
monstrous women. In doing so the writers dramatised their self-division, their simultaneous acceptance and 
rejection of patriarchal convention. One example cited by Gilbert and Gubar is Mary Shelley’s 
Frankenstein (1818), which the authors argue reinterprets Milton’s masculinistic verse ‘Paradise Lost’ and 
presents a covert plot which was “the tale of the blind rejection of women by misogynistic/Miltonic 
patriarchy” (243). Similarly, they see Wuthering Heights and the work of Jane Austen as examples of 
female secrets concealed within male-devised genres and conventions, and the creation of powerful and 
furious minor female characters. 
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Feminism’s Third-Wave 
No matter how wise a mother’s advice is, we listen to our peers. 
~Naomi Wolf, The Beauty Myth 
 
The third-wave of feminism germinated in the 1990s and emerged as a distinct entity 
defined by the work of feminists such as Rebecca Walker, Astrid Henry, Jennifer 
Baumgardner and Katie Roiphe, among others. As the second-wave did, the third-wave 
critiqued oppressive social constructions and inequalities, but it also found and utilised 
pleasure and power within those structures (Henry 111). The third-wave was critical of 
the way second-wave feminists such as Greer and De Beauvoir glorified paid labour and 
devalued the work done by women in the home. A typical third-wave response to this 
was to call for a more open minded approach to feminism (Dent 69). The third-wave 
rejected second-wave traditions that defined women as victims and saw the colonisation 
allegories of Gilbert and Gubar as unhelpful (Baumgardner 250). As described by one 
third-wave theorist, the movement “embraces the diversity of women; and refuses the 
homogenising definition of woman-as-victim, as well as the universal ‘solutions’, 
associated with second wave feminism” (DeCaires Narain 240). There was a clear 
division between the two movements: the third-wave was unapologetic for taking for 
granted the work done by second-wave feminists, the second-wave regarded the 
burgeoning third-wave as being apathetic and inadequately politically energised. Terms 
such as ‘lipstick feminists’ (Baumgardner 136) implied the third-wave was more vanity 
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than issues focused; while in return third-wavers saw older feminists as unapproachable 
and inflexible.9 
In the 1990s, young women’s reluctance to call themselves feminists stemmed from a 
perception that feminism was about conforming to an identity and lifestyle that was 
unforgiving of individuality or feminist imperfection. In the anthology To Be Real: 
Telling the Truth and Changing the Face of Feminism (1995), Rebecca Walker identified 
a need to reconcile the old feminism with a new, relevant, personal feminism that suited 
the younger generation. In her controversial book The Morning After: Sex, Fear and 
Feminism on Campus (1993), Katie Roiphe wrote about feminism’s rigid orthodoxy. 
“Listening to feminist conversations, in and out of class, I was surprised at how fenced in 
they were, how little territory there was that could actually be disputed” (5).10 One of the 
first new feminists to identify a need to overhaul the treatment of feminism and the way it 
treated feminists, Roiphe observed that feminism’s obsession with certain issues was a 
socio-economic inheritance and not mindful of greater global problems. However, her 
attack on date-rape hysteria was seen as offensive: feminists from every side pointed out 
that one does not need to be anti-sex in order to be anti-rape. Many of Roiphe’s third-
                                                 
9 One shortcoming, observed by younger feminists, of the four key second-wave texts previously 
discussed, is their failure to investigate in any great detail women’s lives and writing outside of the Western 
social and literary sphere. However, the third-wave is criticised for being just as culturally-centric as the 
second-wave. Winifred Woodhull claimed that the third-wave made feminism more palatable, avoiding 
intellectual reflections on the politics of feminism, defining feminism as being more individual, and thus 
making it more about consumerism than politics. “If anything can be said with certainty about third-wave 
feminism, it is that it is mainly a first world phenomenon generated by women who, like their second-wave 
counterparts, have limited interest in women’s struggles elsewhere on the planet” (1). 
10 Many third-wave feminists used religious imagery to make this point – see Gina Dent’s essay 
‘Missionary Position’ in To Be Real: Telling the Truth and Changing the Face of Feminism (1995), in 
which she likened feminists to missionary zealists and feminism to a religion. Dent asked, “How do we 
teach and encourage feminism without assuming that those who do not proclaim it – or who proclaim in a 
way other than we might expect – do not use it, without assuming that those who are not in its missionaries 
are living in ‘sin’” (69). 
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wave contemporaries, such as Astrid Henry, believed that women such as Roiphe 
misrepresented feminism by claiming it stood in the way of liberation (Henry, 
‘Feminism’s Family Problem’ 210).  
 
Third-wave ambivalence stemmed from a tendency to regard feminism as an inheritance. 
Henry took up Chesler’s idea of psychological matricide – that second-wave feminists 
had to “break with the past” and seek political empowerment – and saw a similar 
situation happening with third-wave feminists. She noted that this rejection was more 
complex because the mothers who were being rejected were often feminists themselves. 
As Naomi Wolf wrote in The Beauty Myth (1991), for a third-wave of feminism to 
succeed, “It would need to be, as all feminist waves are, peer driven: No matter how wise 
a mother’s advice is, we listen to our peers” (282). The divisiveness within, and between, 
the two movements signalled healthy debate; however, the antagonism risked reducing 
women to merely competing with each other, and in effect fulfilling their patriarchal 
training. 
 
One way this rejection manifested in third-wave feminism was a blatant celebration of 
sexual pleasure. It was a return of sex from the political realm to the personal, as young 
women sought to have fun. This kind of generational rebellion was at the heart of how 
the spinster in literature was now treated. This recent feminism, characterised by free 
sexuality, concentrated on the social and cultural actions rather than on the social and 
culture structures through which they were able to exist. In other words, women were 
free to remain single, have sex with whom they choose, not marry; but the world was still 
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set up for married couples, so eventually their so-called choice was not seen as such a 
celebration but as an accident. 11 
 
                                                 
11 See for example Manifesta: Young Women, Feminism, and the Future in which Jennifer Baumgardner 
and Amy Richards argued that sexual desires “aren’t simply booby traps set by the patriarchy” (136). The 
tabooed signals of women’s feminine enculturation – Barbie dolls, high heels, fashion magazines, makeup 
– was not shorthand for “we’ve been duped” (136). “Girlie culture is a rebellion against the false 
impression that since women don’t want to be sexually exploited, they don’t want to be sexual” (137). In 
Not My Mother’s Sister: Generational Conflict and Third Wave Feminism (2004), Astrid Henry talked 
about this particular feminist philosophy of sex as a way of countering the supposed anti-sex, anti-man bias 
of second-wave feminism: here was a fun, sexy feminist who desired men rather than wanted to castrate 
them (111).  
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Flirting With a Fairytale Ending: an Analysis of Recently Published Fiction 
Among the consequences of the loosening of sexual mores is that the single state is now 
less respectable than it ever has been.  
~ Germaine Greer, The Whole Woman  
 
In the post-suffragette era, when the most powerful and influential women were single 
and working in highly visible professions, spinsterhood became respectable. With male 
population dwindling due to wars, it was socially acceptable and desirable for unmarried 
(read: virginal) women to hold paid roles. Despite what looked like a possible change in 
attitudes towards single women engaging in paid work and leading independent lives, 
following the two world wars, Greer argued that once virginity was uncoupled from 
“unmarried” status, spinsterhood regained some of its disreputability. Greer observed that 
singleness signified a failure to pair up, as opposed to a lack of opportunity as it was for 
earlier spinsters. The pity traditionally felt for the spinster emanated from the view that 
she had not been chosen (by a man). These days the pity felt for a single woman focuses 
on her inability to commit due to her narcissism, frigidity or emotional unpreparedness 
(246). Greer suggested there is no distinction between different kinds of relationships, 
rather a clear distinction between single people and coupled people.12  
                                                 
12 A point of controversy in early discussions about this essay was the use of the term ‘spinster’. Aversion, 
in general, came from younger women who associated the term with negative stereotypes, while older 
women were pleased with the term and its implications of independence. In this essay a ‘spinster’ is a 
woman who is defined by her decision to not define herself by a partnership. Some definitions of spinster 
suggest that she can not be widowed, divorced, or a nun, as they have at one time had traditional 
attachments to men or God (Doan Old Maids to Radical Spinsters 5). However, this is not completely 
helpful as it does not allow for someone to change their mind. A similar marginality to that experienced by 
a self-determined spinster also affects a divorced woman or a lesbian. One similarity between spinsters and 
lesbians is their rejection of patriarchal convention in not forming a heterosexual marriage. A lesbian is 
defined by the fact that she relates to another woman, sexually, intellectually or emotionally. I argue that a 
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Greer’s theory partly explains the marginalisation experienced by the female protagonists 
in the three novels analysed in this essay. Within these texts, although the women are told 
they are equal, they are not treated as such. Their marginalisation manifests differently in 
each novel: subtle social alienation, vulnerability to violence or misfortune, financial 
disadvantage or madness. The consequences for each female character are similar; they 
feel left out, alone, unfulfilled, undervalued and afraid. In comparison to other partnered 
female characters, their value is lesser. Historically in western patriarchal culture, 
unmarried women’s political and social disadvantage stemmed from the fact that they did 
not have claim to male protection. This tradition has been explored in various ways in 
literary theory, such as Gilbert and Gubar’s illustration of Frankenstein’s monster as 
feminised through its namelessness – as women were in patriarchal society (243) – and 
Millett’s fear that her contemporary society would accept a history of women “based on 
the gossamer of literary idealization” (101). In The Second Sex Simone de Beauvoir 
argued for women to free themselves from cultural expectations which focused on 
feminine rather than the human qualities, writing that “society, being codified by man, 
decrees that woman is inferior” (138). The hesitation of these recent novels to depict 
single women without problematising their desire to correct their single state, combined 
with specific demographical studies revealing growing numbers of single women in 
Australia today, suggests a continuation of this concern.13 
                                                                                                                                                 
woman should not be defined by who she is sexually turned on by, therefore women of any sexual 
persuasion who choose or are forced to live without a permanent partner are spinsters. 
13 In Australia today unmarried women outnumber married women for the first time since World War I, 
according to Pacific Micromarketing’s Mosaic 2008 analysis. Specifically, 51% of Australian women are 
either single or cohabiting. This statistic does not reveal how many women actually are single, and not part 
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Texts considered in this essay – Road Story, Addition and The Danger Game – share 
several things. Each presents a woman who has not merged her identity with a man’s 
(regardless of her sexuality), though at the same time, these women feel marginalised due 
to the fact that they are alone. Each novel has a compelling narrative drive which is 
infiltrated by a romantic plot where a central female character seeks a permanent 
relationship. Romance themes are not vital to the culmination of each main narrative, so 
it is peculiar that each novelist wrote one into her work. The prevalence of this narrative 
move implies a difficulty in giving a single woman a useful or meaningful narrative role 
outside of falling in love, a pattern entrenched in historical representation of the spinster.  
Road Story is an examination of damaged people trying to escape their pasts, set in the 
harsh daily life of a highway truck-stop. Diana, 19, searches for something to replace her 
disintegrated relationship with her best friend. She attempts to establish a relationship 
with a man, even though the relationship itself ultimately is not fulfilling. Eventually, 
when Diana decides to be alone, the novel ends. While suggesting a normalcy with 
singleness, this ending also suggests that without the romance storyline there is no further 
story to pursue.  
 
Addition is about a 35-year-old woman so addicted to counting she keeps a ruler next to 
her dental floss. Grace’s mental illness functions not only as a framework to critique an 
over-medicalised society, but to demonstrate the pressure placed on women to satisfy 
cultural expectations of feminine behaviour. Madness is ruining her life and in a fairytale 
                                                                                                                                                 
of any relationship (heterosexual or lesbian), but it does show that the popularity of the choice to marry is 
dwindling.  
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twist it is love interest Seamus who saves her from herself. A large part of the narrative 
tracks their flourishing relationship.  
The Danger Game is about a school teacher. Alice, 29, is a smart, politically conscious 
woman who feels degraded by her affair with married man Jon. Her feelings for him 
seesaw throughout the novel and eventually she ends the affair. This is no triumph for 
singleness. Instead she falls in love with a close female friend. She didn’t identify as a 
lesbian before, but is pleased to be in this relationship which, despite being same-sex, is 
ultimately characterised by hetero-normative domesticity. 
 
Singleness 
“You never wanted any strings, you didn’t want a man in your life full time you said. 
You were happy to have company but really you wanted the life of an ageing spinster in 
an Agatha Christie movie: privacy and freedom and no one to be responsible for.” 
~ Kalinda Ashton, The Danger Game  
 
The narratological structure of mass-market fiction such as that published by Mills and 
Boon relies upon the fairytale structure, whereby a woman is passive until awakened by 
her prince, and although she might not live happily ever after with her prince, that is her 
aim. Daphne Watson explored the utilisation of the fairy tale structure in Their Own 
Worst Enemies: Women Writers of Women’s Fiction, where she stated that mass-market 
fiction tends to over-prioritise romantic love and the importance of finding a man to 
rescue you (6). In the context of women’s writing, fairytale characteristics include plot 
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lines culminating with a marital union that involves the female character’s transition from 
a state of naivety to a higher level of existence. In his book The Uses of Enchantment, 
fairytale theorist Bruno Bettelheim mapped a rite of passage leading to this conclusion, 
where characters must endure difficulties: “hardships suffered, dangers met, victories 
won” (278). Bettelheim wrote that although the narratives in Snow White, Sleeping 
Beauty and Cinderella end in marriage, nothing is said about the heroines being in love 
with their partner and “nothing is said about their living happily with their partner” 
(278)14. According to Bettelheim, this omission “suggests that much more is involved in 
loving than being awakened or chosen by some prince” (277). He also noted that the male 
characters play a supporting role, which reduces the potential for readers to learn 
specifically about what is involved with loving, or being committed to, another. The 
novels considered in this essay also refrain from exploring these topics, suggesting a 
preoccupation with the intrigue and romance that play out prior to a union being 
established. 
Complex images of single women can be found in earlier examples of feminist fiction 
such as Beverly Farmer’s or Margaret Atwood’s work. Feminist critic Janice Rossen 
pointed out that although twentieth-century writers write openly about sexuality and offer 
their characters happy endings that are not necessarily dependant on marrying Mr Right, 
these endings are often heavily qualified, revealing a fear that happy endings might be 
too simple or predictable. Romance fiction, one of publishing’s most profitable 
categories, is often dismissed as reinforcing repressive ideologies, however, Janice 
                                                 
14 Bettelheim points out there are some fairytales which start where Cinderella and Snow White end, 
however, they are obscure and not as popular, a fact which reinforces the argument, put forth in this essay, 
concerning the fixation readers have on the marital so-called fairytale ending. 
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Radway in Reading the Romance (1987) argued it is not always disempowering. She saw 
romance fiction as a form of (limited) protest against the failure of institutions such as 
marriage and heterosexuality to satisfy the emotional needs of women. She described the 
act of reading romance as combative and compensatory. By choosing to read, readers of 
romance are temporarily refusing to fulfil the demands of others. “For them, romance 
reading addresses needs created in them but not met by patriarchal institutions and 
engendering practices” (211). However, reading romance does not ultimately improve 
women’s positions: Radway reported that romance readers know why they read, but are 
unconscious of the social conditioning that prompts them to make that decision.  
Despite such analyses of the shortcomings of the romance plot in the 80s and 90s, early 
twenty-first-century writers of literary fiction still do not seem interested in the lives of 
women which do not revolve around potential partnership. A key commonality between 
these four texts is they each present singleness in a way that does not look attractive. In 
The Danger Game the single sphere is constructed in a way that contrasts negatively with 
the coupled sphere. As a single woman Alice lives in a dreary flat, never cleans it, eats 
poorly and often neglects to shower or groom herself properly. Other coupled characters 
are the polar opposite of this, existing in a cosy world that seems straight out of an 
advertisement written to appeal to 1950s housewives: for instance the bleached whiteness 
of Jon’s underpants “were the signs of his wife, who had a career of her own: domestic 
thoroughness and attention to detail” (122). Unless female characters are married, they 
rarely have positive experiences with the men they sleep with. Louise’s junkie boyfriend 
gives her up when he becomes clean, Alice feels unvalued by her married boyfriend: “our 
moments together were not the main game for him” (87). This treatment of single women 
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implies they are secondary, and is a nod towards Western society’s historical subjugation 
of women.  
The Danger Game quickly establishes that Alice is uncomfortable with being single. This 
discomfort stems from her desire to be loved – a result of psychological problems 
stemming from her parents’ dysfunctional relationship. She thinks she is not capable, or 
equipped for love, yet she craves love, or rather sexual acceptance packaged as love. This 
is a modern version of Greer’s myth of romantic love; in this version it is not a husband 
that is required to keep one happily ever after, but a devoted sexual partner. Alice’s desire 
for love stems from a kind of reverse-social conditioning. As a child of disillusioned 
parents, she is keenly aware of the benefits of a functional marriage. Alice’s parents 
suffer different degrees of social and familial exile and she constantly examines her 
memory of their relationship for any signs of joy. As a teenager Alice reads a romantic 
novel bearing a love heart on the cover and her mother tells her “True love. I wouldn’t 
bother with all that” (252). However, Alice tries to read it with the cover folded back. 
This emphasises Alice’s determination to pursue partnership despite the odds, and 
illustrates Radway’s claims that reading romance can be a form of protest.  
Road Story makes a similarly unappealing case for singleness. Women who exist as 
single women do so as a last resort; their singleness is a result of misfortune, such as 
recovering junkie and single mother Tash, Diana’s alcoholic mother, effectively dead and 
forgotten in a nursing home, or Diana herself, whose aloneness is marked by desperation 
and neediness. Road Story is devoid of potentially self-empowered single women: there 
are no female characters strong enough to succeed without a man as a crutch. Diana, a 
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silent observer of the world, latches on to people in a bid to belong and attain an identity. 
Working at the truck stop, Diana watches the transport of cattle, cars, building supplies: 
“working here is like sitting back and watching the whole of Australia being moved 
slowly past your front door” (43). It is relevant that she is located on the edge of the road, 
working an unskilled job in a man’s world in which she is expected to serve, smile and 
use their masculine language. Diana’s location thus signifies her marginalisation. 
On one level Addition celebrates singleness. A positive spin is put on Grace’s financial 
independence, the fact that she is in control of her sexuality, is not concerned with what 
others think of her and is determined to live exactly how she wants to. But these qualities, 
historically associated with the spinster, have been achieved by Grace in part as a result 
of her mental illness. That this freedom stems from her illness makes it a hollow victory. 
Further, her family and work colleagues treat her like a social outcast. Her closest ally is 
her niece, 10-year-old Larry, too young to judge her for her eccentricities such as 
displaying a photo of her fantasy lover inventor Nikola Tesla by her bed. Larry is marked 
as a tomboy only through Grace’s treatment of her. Other characters call Larry by her real 
name, Hilary: (“an egomaniacal combination of Jill and Harry” (43), according to Grace). 
The alliance between Grace and Larry is partly due to their identification with a non-
normative femininity. Grace’s mental illness gives her a certain degree of power in side 
stepping feminine norms. This is by no means a new literary technique: Gilbert and 
Gubar described “women writers who obsessively create fiercely independent characters 
who seek to destroy all the patriarchal structures which both their authors and their 
authors’ submissive heroines seem to accept as inevitable” (78).  
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Each text, to varying degrees, engages with a notion of an idealised feminine body. In 
each instance, the character who inhabits this space is partnered. In The Danger Game, 
this ideal is represented by Kirsty, a young teacher who is planning her wedding. 
Descriptions of golden-ponytailed Kirsty are consistent with pre-second-wave domestic 
perfection. In Road Story the ideal of femininity is occupied by the best friend Nicole. 
This character is highly sexualised; tanned, big breasted, sexually desired by men. 
Protagonist Diana’s self-identity is vested in being Nicole’s best friend; Nicole’s 
rejection of Diana in favour of her boyfriend triggers the narrative action. The key point 
here is that the idealised characters are in control of their relationships. These single 
protagonists then connect their own personal value with their marital or relationship 
status.  
While these novels do not blatantly embrace the fairytale structure, as mapped out by 
Bettelheim, traces of the traditional romance narrative infiltrate the plots. Addition, for 
example, explores a fairytale rescue scenario. Grace’s traumatic counting obsession is 
relieved only when she embarks on an affair with Seamus. The fairytale rescue scenario 
sits uneasily within the narrative; headstrong Grace loathes the idea of marriage. 
Ultimately Seamus is rejected by Grace, but he was necessary to the plot in helping her to 
explore solutions to her problems. This reveals anxieties about singleness: Grace is not 
able to resolve her personal problems without the help of a man. Seamus’ influence is 
required steered Grace toward her eventual equilibrium. 
Certainly, The Danger Game, which ends with Alice finding love with her best female 
friend, seems a case in point, yet domesticity is still the ultimate value projected by this 
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narrative. Alice is seduced by social conditioning informing her that she must be 
partnered at all costs and failing to find a simpler solution she involves herself with a 
married man. However, in doing so she has transgressed the very societal expectations 
she sought to satisfy. Alice’s decision to be a married man’s lover demonstrates a female 
social conditioning that to be single is a fate worse than the day to day inconvenience and 
emotional pain of being a mistress. Despite knowing he doesn’t love her, despite being 
unsatisfied in the relationship, Alice has resigned herself to the relationship for lack of 
any better offer. She tells her sister: “I feel like he’s my second half, the missing part. 
Yeah, I like him. Today I probably even love him.” However, she lacks common interests 
with her lover. “There were times in the day when we’d nothing to say to one another.” 
Although Alice is constantly hurt by the exclusions that come with being a mistress, their 
arrangement gives her safety and is better than being single.  
Road Story repeats this pattern in which men are represented as weak, unfaithful and 
selfish yet are still pursued by women. Diana’s relationship with trucker Andy West 
illustrates the contemporary heroine’s reliance on men despite receiving nothing in 
return. Andy is indifferent; he refuses to stay later when she asks him to and won’t look 
her in the eye as he leaves. But their casual, noncommittal sex gives Diana a “feeling of 
need, of belonging” (86). She waits on the side of the highway for his blue metallic rig to 
appear. She takes heart in the fact that she hasn’t seen it, which means he hasn’t been 
past. “It would be worse to know for sure that he’d chosen not to stop” (119). Diana’s 
behaviour reveals an underlying anxiety about being alone.  
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Heroin and romantic love simultaneously rob Diana of her best friend Nicole in Road 
Story. The distance between the women widens when Nicole is with her boyfriend: “the 
two of them were drifting away from Diana, into another world” (70). When she 
overhears Harry commenting on her spying on them and Nicole defending her, “she likes 
to keep an eye out for me, that’s all… besides, she hasn’t got anyone else” (72), Diana’s 
sense of being a female failure peaks. Diana’s unease with being single surrounds her 
yearning to be sexually desired. Andy is a half-hearted solution to Diana’s singleness, 
although the reader is more aware of this than she is. Her focus on how she physically 
responds to him, and her imagination of how he might be emotionally and physically 
responding to her, obscures the disinterest he has for her. In this way the text is 
subversive. It does not ultimately endorse singleness as something that needs to be 
solved, but by exploring Diana’s desire to escape her singleness, it presents a grim 
snapshot of attitudes to singleness.  
The ending of The Danger Game solves the problem of Alice’s singleness by establishing 
her in a lesbian relationship. Although this positive relationship is celebrated, it is not 
sufficiently represented to be broadly analysed. Instead, it slides in at the end of the novel 
as an alternative for a protagonist who is desperate to not be alone. Immediately after 
having sex with Sarah, Alice is imagining a future with her. It is my point that this 
seemingly subversive ending of lesbian love and commitment performs a fairytale ending 
in which women are unable to be secure about being alone. 
After exploring a fairytale rescue plot, Addition ends with Grace single. Similarly in 
Road Story, Diana is left to solve her problems, with the novel ending as she hitchhikes 
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away on her own. That these narratives conclude at this point can be interpreted in two 
ways. On one hand, this can be read as an endorsement of the normalcy of single life, that 
the spinster life style is so unremarkable that it need not be told. However, given that all 
four of these texts, and many others not considered in this essay, are shy of exploring the 
facets of the lives of single women suggests a perceived lack of value in their stories. 
Sexuality 
In my fantasies, I am always about to die and Nikola always saves me. 
~ Toni Jordan, Addition 
 
In her 1992 essay ‘Now What’s Erotic?’ Bronwen Levy observed that Australian erotic 
writing at that time was considered quite bland by some readers. This was very probably 
an effect of the feminist anti-pornography claims of the late seventies and early eighties, 
such as the work of Kathy Acker in the USA and Kathleen Mary Fallon in Australia. This 
literary effect, which Levy described as a watered down sexual ideology in which women 
were less aggressive, gentler and more moral, lingers in current literary fiction. Female 
sexuality is marked by a distinct sense of disempowerment in The Danger Game. Women 
suffer sexual insults and fail to stand up for themselves. Single women are insulted for 
being either too sexually active, or not sexually active enough. Waiting in a bottle shop 
Alice overhears the manager hiss, “Serve that woman even though she looks like she 
spits instead of swallows” (98). A man recognises Louise in a pub and tells the bartender, 
“I know her. She sells. She fucked my brother. Cocksucking bitch” (95). The women 
each react differently to these verbal onslaughts; Alice is uncertain, Louise feigns 
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indifference, but neither stands up for herself. In a society that has historically associated 
feminine sexuality with subordination to men, this repeated uneasiness with assertion, 
with women who revert to passive roles and feel more comfortable enacting a silent quiet 
subjugation, positions contemporary single women as victims. This is a point of 
difference between them and the more rebellious spinsters born from second-wave 
feminism. 
Like some of the rebellious second-wave literary spinsters, Road Story’s protagonist 
contests the premise that women must behave passively. However, sexual power politics 
in Road Story are complex. As teenagers Diana and Nicole freely experiment with sex 
with limited negative consequences, but masculine aggression overshadows every 
sexually related scene, limiting the women’s sense of sexual empowerment. An example 
of this is when the 14-year-old pair, while working on a fishing trawler, watch a 
pornographic movie with the male crew. The scene involves the girls sexually interacting 
with male crew members before the skipper walks in and angrily sends everyone up onto 
deck. The threat is written as two pronged: a sexual threat, from the fact that the underage 
girls are outnumbered by aroused men, and a financial threat when the skipper threatens 
them with dismissal (60). Later, when Diana is 19, the sexual relations between her and 
Andy are also unbalanced, their occurrence completely dependent upon whether or not he 
chooses to see her. Scenarios such as this highlight the disempowerment of female 
characters. They are reduced to being subject to male sexual desire. In late twentieth-
century novels, sexual liberation inspired narratives that freed single women from these 
restrictions. It is a side effect of that sexual freedom that causes situations where women 
struggle under this dichotomy, as presented in these texts. In Addition, one such side 
 
Kelp 321 
effect of sexual freedom is how Grace feels panicked by the fact that she has “only had 
five lovers in her entire life and none at all for three years come April 6” (67). 
Issues raised by sexual politics are not simply related to what happens between the 
sheets, but reveal something about women, and how they see themselves. “Sexuality 
refers to more than sex: it is itself related to, and connotes, desire as a general concept, 
and desire includes not just sexual or emotional but also political goals, dreams and 
ambitions” (Levy 222). A nod to Kate Millett’s thesis on sexual politics, this idea 
provides avenues to explore the degree of cultural anxieties about singleness illustrated in 
these texts. Shame is the price paid by the single women in these texts to have sex freely. 
In The Danger Game when Louise, working as a prostitute, tries to converse with a 
potential client, he becomes angry. His fingers bruise her thigh as he tells her, “I’m just 
after a screw you filthy bitch” (63). Similar scenes are repeated, and so is Louise’s 
passive reaction, her silence failing to contest this treatment of her. In Road Story casual 
sex invokes an emotional emptiness for Diana. “Last time she fucked someone they were 
both drunk… They did it in the upstairs bedroom of a stranger’s house, a party going on 
beneath, and the guy pumped away at her indifferently” (38). This sex scene translates as 
a denial of the function of Diana’s body, a construction of her as a passive, irrelevant 
vessel for male gratification. That Diana made a free choice to engage in this intercourse 
serves to reinforce the concept of female sexual liberation as a double edged sword. 
History demonstrates that “women’s desire is nearly always constructed as an adjunct, 
consequence or reflection of men’s” (Andermahr 55) and that is what is happening here. 
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At a glance, Addition’s Grace is free from the restrictions identified by Andermahr. Her 
sexual appetite is voracious: she masturbates, indulges in elaborate sexual fantasies and 
has unprotected sex on the kitchen floor with Seamus. Grace initiates, enjoys and directs 
sex; yet there is an underlying passivity to the sex scenes in this novel. Her sexual 
daydreams about Nikola Tesla incorporate a fairytale flavour. “In my fantasies, I am 
always about to die and Nikola always saves me” (10). In these dreams the nineteenth-
century inventor confidently and competently brings her to orgasm through manual 
stimulation. The key words here are that Nikola “saves” Grace; Seamus also “saves” her. 
When she and Seamus make love she forgets to count. “I didn’t notice how many strokes 
he took or how many times he said my name. The numbers scattered from my 
fingertips…” (69). Passivity is an aphrodisiac for Grace; this sexual story reverts to pre-
second-wave concepts of female sexuality. There are other suggestions of passivity: 
“when he fucked me he started off very patient, very slow, and only when I started 
begging did he speed up” (68). Here, the choice of language suggests that Seamus has the 
sexual control. Grace is self-conscious, worrying about her unshaven armpits, her 
untrimmed pubic hair, whether her deodorant works, her plain underwear, the unevenness 
of her breasts (67). There is no celebration of the female body here, despite Grace’s 
eagerness and openness relating to sex, the sexual interaction in Addition illustrates 
Grace’s low self-esteem and nervous self-consciousness.  
The freedom associated with sex in Road Story exists because an emotional or socially 
sanctioned connection is not required in order for characters to participate. Diana does 
not romanticise sex: when she seduces a passing truck driver, the encounter sets her “high 
on the shock of good sex” (38); however, she has also experienced random sexual acts 
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which were “sad and mechanical and over too quickly” (38). While an emotional 
connection is not needed for Diana to engage in sex, often sex translates into an 
emotional feeling. Diana’s sexual attitude and experiences highlight the achievement of 
women’s increased participation in textual sexual intercourse, but it also demonstrates 
that this is not an unmitigated win. Sex for Diana incorporates elements of 
disappointment, and emotional manipulation which drives her to desire what is 
essentially non-genuine romantic love. Diana wishes the satisfaction she gets from sex 
with Andy could infuse the long periods when she is not with him. “Whether she has the 
same effect on him, she doesn’t know. It would be risking too much to ask” (83).  
The other interesting point concerning the implications of sexual practices in Road Story 
is how Nicole’s sexual relationship drives the two young women apart. This complex 
narrative suggests that Diana is in love with Nicole. The fact that Nicole’s boyfriend 
Harry is a heroin dealer who feeds her addiction further drives a wedge between the two 
women. Diana tries to follow them in their heroin use but the drug makes her feel 
nauseous. That Diana repeatedly encroaches on Nicole and Harry’s space, listening to 
them having sex or talking, or walking in on them during sex, positions Diana as a kind 
of frigid, Victorian-esque character, denied access to Nicole. In this situation Diana is 
almost a caricatured stereotype of the un-self aware, self-loathing lesbian. Certainly, 
Nicole and Harry’s relationship is not presented as ideal, but as one of the only romantic 
relationships in the novel, Diana’s reaction to it is significant.  
Absence in a text is as powerful as what is present. The way that Road Story touches on, 
but fails to pursue or acknowledge, its antagonism towards non-heterosexual 
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relationships demonstrates the difficulties women face in exploring every possible 
authentic path. The subject of Diana’s possibly lesbian identity is touched on, fleetingly, 
several times. In one instance Diana is having a frank conversation with her boss’s sister 
Nola. Diana admits that she was in love with her best friend.  
“Nola leans back and pulls a face.  
‘Don’t turn on me now, Di.’  
‘No, no, listen, I’m not a dyke.’” (114) 
The conversation stalls at this point. That Diana has to disavow identification as a lesbian 
demonstrates the lack of so-called acceptable choices for women. Diana does not explore 
her feelings for Nicole other than to assume her admiration for her friend is not 
reciprocated. This reinforces the lack of positive sexual choices for women, except to 
exist with a man. A similar theme is explored in The Danger Game when Alice must 
discover an alternative sexuality in order to escape the mistreatment she endures in 
heterosexual relationships. Alice’s decision to become a lesbian does not demonstrate a 
reliance on a typical patriarchal sexual plot to ‘save’ the heroine, after all Alice is saved 
by another woman, but this plot point raises the question of why she cannot save herself. 
The Danger Game treats sex between men and women clinically. Sex between Alice and 
Jon is physically (not emotionally) satisfying, when they are having sex nothing else 
matters, but immediately afterwards Alice is relegated to nothingness. She is on the 
periphery of the action; he is always struggling out the door, leaving her. Alice has been 
betrayed sexually by men. She loses her virginity on a park bench to a young graffiti 
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artist. “He ejaculates in no time. Says, ‘thanks’. Pulls out, zips up, walks off saying, 
‘Alice is a slut’” (244). Language used to write heterosexual sex is plain, focusing on the 
physical action. Lesbian sex, in marked contrast, conveys a dizzying sense of abandon 
through lyrical prose. “The desire felt like falling, like fainting, but the vertigo was 
glorious” (243). Alice is not able to freely explore her own sexual needs until she has sex 
with Sarah. However, their sexual relationship is not simple. Alice’s desire is tainted by 
past emotional pain, her self-consciousness about the act and the conflict of having sex 
with a friend. 
 
Domesticity and desire 
She simmers French casseroles in a cast-iron pot and freezes the leftovers, composts 
food scraps for her herb garden and sews matching table runners and napkins. She 
also volunteers at the school canteen and keeps a photo of some African kiddie she 
sponsors on the fridge door. 
~ Toni Jordan, Addition 
 
Domesticity is simultaneously glorified and reviled in these texts. The female characters 
dismiss suburban domestic situations as boring, oppressive and intellectually stifling but 
they also envy those women who are married or partnered. The removal of domestic 
constraints on women was a cornerstone of second-wave feminism’s goal to liberate 
women. Greer and Chesler advocated the abandonment of the chimera of security and the 
associated domestic slavery that came with it (Greer, The Female Eunuch 384). Later 
feminists emphasised choice and empowerment, for instance a woman’s right to choose 
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to be a homemaker. The novels under discussion here explore Chesler’s theory in which 
she associated a female condition which is “relatively powerless and deprived” (318) 
with married women, observing that “daughters learn to survive as they have seen their 
mothers survive: through self-sacrifice and ‘nesty’ materialism…” (320). Despite 
recognising and rejecting this, the protagonists of these novels still gravitate towards a 
vestige of this “nesty materialism”.  
The novels demonstrate an awareness of the pitfalls of embracing this so-called 
“nestiness” in the way that a sense of inferiority is attached to the characters who do so. 
In Addition, Grace’s sister Jill is the ultimate super wife and mother, defined by her 
devotion to her children. “Jill seemed to sleep through high school, vague and barely 
passing, then wandered out into the world blinking” and “it wasn’t until she gave birth 
that the fog cleared for Jill” (41). The Danger Game’s excited bride Kirsty is another 
example: her focus on choosing wedding table napkins, for instance, is gently ridiculed. 
While these novels appear to mirror Chesler’s example of the implication of mothers in 
their own servitude, they stop short of endorsing Chesler’s rigid social critique in the way 
that central female protagonists are intrigued by the domestic arrangements of other 
female characters. In doing so, these novels return to a pre-second-wave concern with 
suburban domestic heteronormativity. As I illustrated above, the female “fate” of 
domesticity has long been attributed to patriarchal social conditioning. The return to this 
preoccupation in these texts indicates a social conditioning that devalues single women. 
In these novels women do not desire domesticity because they are socially conditioned to 
do so, it is more that they are socially conditioned to not want the single life. What these 
novels collectively demonstrate is a collision of values. The acceleration of social change 
 
Kelp 327 
associated with second-wave feminism has collided with the reflective individualism of 
the third-wave. The result is a seductive, aspirational view of domesticity that is devoid 
of the grim realities from which second-wave feminists so passionately argued for 
liberation.  
The Danger Game participates in this problem with a protagonist acutely conscious and 
desirous of elements associated with the domestic sphere. This is illustrated in Alice’s 
commentary on Kirsty: “there was something irredeemably fifties about her: she claimed 
to want hundreds of children and was organising a wedding with the full trimmings, 
including earnest discussions about napkin colours and the embossment on invitation 
paper. I tried not to despise her” (162). This clean, wholesome imagery contrasts with 
Alice’s own home: as a spinster she doesn’t cook or clean. Key to Alice’s attraction to 
Sarah is her comfortable domesticity. Healthy and wholesome, Sarah lives in a 
“weatherboard two-bedroom house with a low white fence and a trellis for roses” (36). 
Alice helps Sarah cut fresh flowers from the garden, in her kitchen they sip red wine and 
chat while Sarah salts eggplant, simmers stock on the stove and chops herbs (184). There 
is a resemblance between Sarah who looks “prim: her hair was held back with a plastic 
headband; there were tiny silver circles in her ears” (278) and Kirsty. Sarah represents an 
alternative route to domesticity, one that allows for non-heterosexual desire, but that 
nevertheless reproduces normative models of the domestic. 
Solid evidence of the ultimate non-subversiveness of Alice and Sarah’s relationship is the 
resemblance it bears to Grace’s sister’s life in Addition. This novel’s version of 
domesticity similarly evokes post-World War II fifties perfection: Grace’s sister is 
 
Kelp 328 
married to a boring man and lives in an elegant beachside home she “fills with fresh 
flowers and fragrant candles and the smell of roast dinners, as if her life is clipped from a 
decorating magazine” (41). In Addition, female characters who embrace this nestiness are 
pitied. Grace finds traditions such as marriage, bearing children, saving money and 
suburban aspirations abhorrent. She likens most ordinary people’s lives to those of ants: 
“They are ants racing across my balcony as the sun is rising only to race back as it sets” 
and they will “die painlessly due to the advances of modern drug therapy, as numb and 
vapid as they lived” (20). The narrative sets up an examination of social pressures on 
women. Grace’s family believes her problems will be solved if she is in a relationship; 
initially things do improve once she is involved with Seamus. That she does pursue this 
relationship, mindful of pressure from her family to see her settled, makes a statement 
about modern woman’s willingness to conform to social expectations. This pressure also 
sees her succumb to doctor’s orders to medicate herself. Rattled by the predictability that 
besets her life once she is medicated and in a relationship, Grace abandons both. The 
novel ends with her unmedicated, taking charge of her life, working again, but also 
reunited with Seamus. On one level this is an example of a woman exercising her right to 
choose her own destiny, but this does not negate the underlying implication that a woman 
needs a man. 
Road Story directly confronts assumptions of domesticity being a preferable fate for 
women in the way that depicts domestic space as an oppressive and violent sphere – as 14 
year olds Diana and Nicole pledge to never marry or emulate the boring, oppressive, 
unhappy lives of their mothers (9). Diana’s mother is an alcoholic who is alone; Nicole’s 
mother is responsible for a house full of people. In an early conversation the girls 
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demonstrate an awareness of societal pressure for women to adhere to traditional female 
roles. When the novel ends they are still 19, so a full treatment of this theme does not 
evolve. Instead, we see Diana covertly yearning for a life that she never experienced. 
Younger and more naïve in some ways than the other protagonists, Diana fixates on 
learning more about her truck driver lover’s family despite his reluctance to share details 
about them. As she watches a random family stopping for fuel, the children laughing with 
the father while the mother looks on (85). Diana’s desire to be part of such a unit is clear. 
It is not just domestic serenity which Diana desires, but how it will allow her to escape 
the aloneness that marks her life. Thus, the trope of domesticity serves to highlight these 
women’s anxieties about being alone.  
Each novel demonstrates consciousness of social pressures requiring women to fulfil 
traditional gender roles, and what that entails; however, the alternative is not appealing. 
Female characters don’t want to be single, so they glorify the domestic sphere. In their 
perceptions it is an ideal space. These women do not necessarily desire entrance to it, but 
the fact that this domestic perfection exists, and is in contrast to other grimmer realities, 
signposts the concerns women have about the acceptability of alternate intellectual, 
sexual and emotional fates available to them. This suggests an inherent desire to avoid 
risk. The domestic sphere, while boring and possibly oppressive, is preferable to a life of 
aloneness and the emotional exile accompanying it.  
Marriage 
This was supposed to be a plot in which girl runs away and finds herself and lives happily 
ever after.      ~ Julienne Van Loon, Road Story 
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Marriage has been a contentious issue in feminist criticism of literature. According to 
Chesler “the twentieth-century phenomenon of romantic love accounts for – or justifies – 
the traditionally inevitable female destiny of marriage and children” (82). From Germaine 
Greer’s deconstruction of the myth of romantic love to Shulamith Firestone’s argument 
that contemporary women are free slaves and choose their servitude for love, second-
wave feminists advocated either revolutionising or avoiding marriage. In contrast, third-
wave feminists see marriage as more of a choice than a compromise, while observing that 
the politics of housework still presents an uneven division of labour. For example, 
Baumgardner observed that “there is still incredible pressure to choose marriage, but it’s 
fair to say that women and men now have a better chance of equality within the union” 
(Manifesta 37). Baumgardner went on to state that feminists fought for and gained more 
equal marriage laws for the same reasons everyone wants to marry: “stability, comfort, to 
publicly honor a private commitment, for security, romantic dreams… tradition, to please 
parents or inlaws, or because they want to have children” (39).  
In the novels examined here partnership is not written as a passport to satisfaction. Rather 
it exists as a social pressure, regarded by some of the single women as a haven to escape 
from the social stigma of being single. Marriage creates antagonism between women, 
each novel identifying a quiet hostility between married and unmarried women as one of 
the institution’s problems. This unease could be interpreted as a symptom of patriarchy. 
Millett stated that “one of the chief effects of class within patriarchy is to set one woman 
against another, in the past creating a lively antagonism between whore and matron, and 
in the present between career woman and housewife” (38). In the twenty-first century 
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class divisions are increasingly blurry, but the antagonism is not and these texts are 
conscious of it. Addition extends its study of the division between a married and an 
unmarried woman by positioning the division between Grace and her married sister Jill as 
an example of the perceived elevated rank over single women a woman acquires when 
she marries. Jill is wealthier, volunteers in the community, composts her food scraps and 
sponsors an African child. Jill lives not in a “pokey brick six-pack flat for one, but an 
elegant Californian bungalow two streets from the beach” and Grace wonders, “perhaps 
Jill is the one who should have been called Grace” (41). Grace is even blamed for Jill’s 
shortcomings as a mother; when her child swears at school, Grace is indicted as the bad 
example. Grace perceives Jill as being the better person for the qualities obtained through 
Jill’s fulfillment of traditional gender roles, yet she is also disdainful of this. She is 
irritated by Jill’s inattentiveness when her kids are around, by the fact that Jill is “stuck in 
wedded purgatory with that Blackberry-wielding ferret” (195). In Grace’s opinion, Jill 
does not experience good sex, yet she is quick to be derogatory about Grace’s 
relationships. This disunity between the sisters is endemic to their marital status; Jill’s 
reliance on her husband’s prosperity gives her a false sense of achievement.  
While Grace and Jill’s friction in Addition sets up the dichotomy between married and 
unmarried women, the novel stops short of providing sufficient analysis of the friction 
caused by the differences in marital status. The Danger Game is more overt. Of Sarah’s 
marriage, Alice observes, “She became alien to me, as if in her old life she had been a 
piece of playdough, waiting for a man to come along and leave his impression, to make 
her into something new. We had not liked each other in those days” (229). Other married 
women are regarded through Alice’s perspective as distant figures, entrenched in their 
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husband’s lives. Several references suggest that Alice sees a gulf between herself and 
Jon’s wife, based on not only marital status, but personal politics. Jon’s wife Mary is “an 
honourable, faithful, nineteenth century character of a wife” (193). However, when Alice 
bumps into Mary in a 7-Eleven, Mary confidently tells Alice, “‘Just so you know, I’m not 
the madwoman in the attic.’” (167). The Jane Eyre reference extends the women’s 
encounter past one characterised simply by antipathy or sexual jealousy. By associating 
Jon with the most famous almost-bigamist in the English literary canon Mary not only 
points out his flaws, but offers Alice a warning. One of the central critiques of Jane Eyre 
is that Jane gets what she wants over the body of a Creole woman; by making the point 
that she’s not a disempowered crazy person Mary is letting Alice know that this is not a 
situation which Alice will win. While the madwoman Bertha has been read as an example 
of rejection of patriarchal convention, Mary’s disassociation of herself from Bertha 
illustrates that she is not prepared to sacrifice herself and her position to her husband’s 
desire. By highlighting Alice’s un-nuanced attitude towards marriage, including her 
attitude to Jon and Mary, and to Sarah’s previous marriage, the novel lays some of the 
blame for the division between married and unmarried women with single women 
themselves. The married woman is advantaged: her knowledge about how her marriage 
works, and her knowledge of the existence of her husband’s mistress, gives her power 
over the unmarried woman. The unmarried woman must rely on flimsy evidence and 
clichés such as Mary being a “nineteenth century character of a wife” (193). While this 
treatment highlights a move to a more equitable version of marriage, it effectively leaves 
no space for the option of singleness.  
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Jon reinforces perceptions of the social gulf between the two women, often using a 
condescending tone to imply that as a single woman Alice is unlicensed to comment on 
marriage. “I didn’t want to know about his marriage. He was lecturing me from the inside 
of an institution he assumed I knew nothing about” (116). Alice is mortified by this 
emphasis on her exclusion and sarcasm is her only artillery. Jon’s assertion that a single 
woman is ill equipped to make a judgment on a social arrangement such as marriage, and 
Alice’s unpreparedness to dispute it, is an example of the disenfranchisement of single 
women in general. They are spectators, not players, in society.  
As Millett described, “the male participates in both worlds, empowered by his superior 
social and economic resources to play the estranged women against each other as rivals” 
(38). In The Danger Game Jon attempts to do this but his wife foils his plan. It is 
interesting that it is the wife, not the mistress, who negotiates the conclusion in the battle 
for Jon’s attentions. This plot point emphasises the power wielded by the married 
woman: Mary’s conversation with Alice is an insistence that women do not have to 
silently submit to being played off against each other. That Alice does not revolt against 
Jon’s dual role participation suggests her lack of personal confidence plus her perceived 
sense of her own limitations as a single woman. Apart from this, male characters in these 
novels are conscious of the way marriage or partnership can benefit them. In The Danger 
Game Sarah’s husband gives her scrapbooks of cooking recipes for presents (230) and 
Louise’s junkie boyfriend leaves her when he gets clean (72). In Addition, Jill’s husband 
Harry’s participation in the household is limited to eating, sleeping and watching 
television. As Grace observes, he is “too important to spend half an hour a day walking 
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with his kids” (42). Male characters gladly relinquish the domestic realm to their female 
counterparts while enjoying the benefits of it.  
Often in these texts marriage does not guarantee love and happiness, in fact it is 
constructed as oppressive. Wives do not receive more love than unmarried women, nor 
are they happier or more fulfilled. In Addition, viewed through Grace’s scathing lens, 
marriage is frightful. As her ant analogy suggests, it is one step in a series of pre-ordained 
oppressive steps taken through life unquestionably by the masses (20). Grace is not a 
reliable narrator and her cynical ant analogy, which is inspired by her parents’ 
unremarkable relationship and their disappointment with life, is not a startlingly original 
revelation. Quite simply, the ant analogy illustrates Grace’s view that marriage does not 
ensure a happy ending. This theme is replicated in Road Story where gambling, domestic 
violence and drug addiction mark characters’ experience of marriage. Men abandon their 
wives and children. Characters blame marriage for many of their problems in Road Story, 
such as alcoholic Nola, whose first husband beat her and ripped her off. Motherhood 
gives Nola some traditionally feminine qualities, such as her “comforting smile… the 
smile of someone who has been a mother to her children” (48), but her existence is 
conditional upon the rules of a patriarchal world. The first time we see Nola is as she is 
“climbing down out of a rig, stubbie in hand” (47). In order to survive in the masculinised 
world of a highway truck stop, Nola must adopt mannerisms and habits of men. There 
does not seem to be an alternative option. Nola’s current marriage is to a man who 
pinches other women’s bottoms. Despite witnessing Nola’s compromise, as a silent 
observer and as one who is pinched, Diana still imagines how marriage might bring love. 
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Apprehension about marriage is clearly signposted in these texts. In The Danger Game, 
futility and failure mark observations on marriage made by Alice as a married man’s 
mistress and Louise as a prostitute employed by married men. With central female 
characters who distance themselves from marriage, this novel is more aligned with 
second-wave views of marriage than the other novels. As Alice tells her lover, “I don’t 
want to live with you. I don’t want to make you tea because you’re in a bad mood or help 
you choose photographs to draw from. I don’t want calls at lunchtime saying you’ll pick 
up the steak and do I know your unlikeable friend is coming over for dinner” (35). In The 
Danger Game this thematic trajectory mirrors feminism’s historical treatment of marriage 
as an institution which does not always advantage women, yet the narrative eventually 
veers off this course when it advocates the benefits of partnership through Sarah and 
Alice’s lesbian relationship. 
The fact that marriage and partnership are recognisably flawed, yet still desirable to these 
protagonists, suggests that their desire to join such institutions is deeply ingrained in their 
social psyche. They are intelligent, strong women, yet they have been 
socially/psychologically groomed, in a way, to assume that the socially endorsed identity 
as a partnered woman is the only legitimate fate. None of these women are swept off their 
feet by their lover, which effectively excludes passionate irrationality as an explanation 
for their actions. However, despite describing disillusionment with marriage or secure 
partnership, each text presents protagonists gravitating towards this end. This reveals the 
extent of contemporary writers’ anxieties about singleness. Each writer creates married 
women who are unhappy and conflicted; yet paradoxically their single women all focus 
on marriage or partnership as their desired endpoint. This utilisation of the fairytale 
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structure implies that a particular version of love is the only thing that matters (Watson 
6). It reinforces the notion that women should live up to patriarchal expectations, or, in 
other words, that to be happy they need to be in a relationship that has traditional 
patriarchal approval. While not all heterosexual relationships are patriarchal, this type of 
relationship has been historically the dominant one in western society. The novels do not 
reinforce a narrow version of heteronormativity, but they do evince a complicity in this 
problem even as they seek to probe and critique it.  
I propose that these novels contain a modern version of Greer’s myth of romantic love: a 
nostalgia for traditional matrimonial happiness. In each novel this romantic dreaminess is 
anchored in reality in a way that signposts it as futile. The love myth creates a dilemma 
for characters in The Danger Game when Alice wonders whether her parents were ever 
joyous together. “Had it been different before the rolling logic of hunger and doubt? Or 
was it only nostalgia that made me think so? There were flashes of memory, of warmth, 
the sound of my mother’s voice, lively and unconstrained, but they came to me without 
context, lit up and then dark again” (157). Road Story’s protagonist Diana is not 
consciously desirous of romantic love, but is captivated by domestic heteronormativity. 
In both these examples characters are clearly aware that love is not easily acquired. 
Couples inhabit a rosy domestic sphere in The Danger Game and Alice is intrigued by a 
world from which she feels excluded. There is a sense of benign feminism in Alice’s 
decision to end up with Sarah. Sarah connotes domestic bliss; from her sundrenched 
kitchen where she simmers stock, chops herbs and cooks scones to her garden where she 
picks roses. Alice finds this appealing, and notes that even Sarah’s mouth tastes sweet 
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like cinnamon mints. Theirs is a reproduction of a domestic ideal. Sarah offers Alice 
entrance to a sphere which one needs a partner to enter. The novel’s framework clearly 
suggests that the only way Alice can experience domestic bliss is by becoming the other 
half of a couple. The fact that Alice does not even attempt to create this version of 
domestic bliss on her own is a symptom of the impotent malaise suffered by single 
women in these texts: they are either unable or unwilling to be self-determined. While the 
relationship between Alice and Sarah is positive, it is Alice’s apparent lack of interest in 
pursuing any other option that is limiting. The Danger Game’s disruption of the 
heterosexuality of the pattern of romantic domesticity ultimately reinforces the 
underlying assumption that a person needs a partner to be happy. Alice’s decision to 
pursue a lesbian relationship is as equally a signal of preoccupation with domestic 
normativity as any decision made by other characters in a heterosexual context. Each 
novel’s themes are anchored in the protagonist’s quest to be ensconced with a partner, 
lesbian or heterosexual. 
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Conclusion 
No one noticed her sadness, they barely noticed as she stood up to light the gas 
lanterns. She had told them that boredom had been her reason for quitting her job at 
Eumundi Barramundi Farm. Man troubles too, she had added when Erica pressed her. 
They all assumed she had been rejected. Fair enough, Sarah didn’t blame them; it was 
a safe assumption about a plain woman like her. 
~ Poppy Gee, Kelp 
 
So why has the self-empowered spinster been neglected by recent writers? In my own 
creative work, Kelp, the very first version depicted an uncertain, passive, single school 
teacher who is desperate to marry. Many rewrites saw this character, Sarah Avery, 
transform into a fish farmer who is unapologetically unfeminine and who also succeeds at 
tasks traditionally associated with the male realm. For example, Sarah has casual sex 
whenever she wants to, renovates houses, involves herself in pub fights, is a champion 
fisherwoman, and importantly to the plot, is completely unfazed by the fact that there is a 
serial killer lurking in her coastal neighbourhood. That first large overhaul to this 
character was mainly due to the fact that the earlier, softer “Sarah” was boring to write 
and read about. In later drafts her transformation stemmed from my growing 
preoccupation with some of the issues identified and discussed in this essay.  
The novels considered by this essay provide a catalogue of potentially proud single 
women, yet all depict women making questionable choices in a bid to shake off the 
shackles of singleness. It implies that the downside of singleness is so frightening that a 
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woman is better off settling for a mediocre relationship. This is not an accidental theme. 
In each story the protagonist compares her happiness as a single person to that of other 
characters either married or in relationships. In Kelp, while Sarah does not pursue a 
mediocre relationship, she often compares her happiness to her engaged sister Erica. My 
awareness of this pattern in the published novels drove my decision to highlight, (as the 
novels do), the pitfalls of traditional marriage. For instance Felicity and John Avery have 
been happily married for thirty years and yet barely converse with each other; and Pamela 
and Don Gunn engage in public petty arguments and try to control each other’s actions.  
While Kelp does contain positive examples of partnership, its emphasis is on the self-
reliance of its single women. In Kelp, it is their singleness which permits them an integral 
role in the plot. Bitter, hard working Jane Taylor, estranged from her husband, interacts 
secretly with male and female characters. These interactions are not always truthful or 
positive, but they give her an agency denied to coupled female characters. Another single 
woman, widow Simone Seabourne, is also empowered by the fact that she operates alone. 
She decides what information she shares with other characters, a factor which influences 
the resolution of the murder mystery. As a single woman Simone is unrestricted by the 
checks and balances of usual familial ties. While both these women yearn for aspects of 
relationships, such as sexual pleasure, which only Sarah is able to enjoy on a casual basis, 
neither is motivated by a desire to be married.  
Similarly in the published novels, none of the women are motivated by a desire to be 
married. Instead their pursuit of a significant other stems from each woman’s lack of 
interest in solving, or inability to solve, her own problems; Grace wants to be saved from 
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herself, Diana and Alice are reluctant to be alone. These trajectories confirm that 
although there has been a shift in the depiction of the old-fashioned spinster figure to the 
contemporary single heroine, this departure does not go far enough. While these women 
are not reviled, ridiculed or killed off, as their nineteenth-century sisters were, their 
diminished independence serves to see them pitying themselves. My awareness of this 
element of self-pity, or passivity in terms of solving one’s own problems, had a direct 
influence on the ending of Kelp. Sarah suffers from alcoholism, deep seated self-esteem 
issues, and a lack of openness which informs her loneliness. In early drafts, it was Hall’s 
kindness which drew her to self-realisation and achieving control of her problems. This 
plot line inadvertently perpetuated this literary problem of female passivity. Changing it 
in my manuscript was not a massive technical difficulty; rather it involved tweaking of 
language, changing perspective in certain scenes, and rewriting an ambiguous ending in 
which Sarah can be happy with, or without, Hall.  
It is not that the novels discussed here are insufficiently feminist, rather they reflect the 
ambivalence and uncertainty about domestic romantic relationships symptomatic of our 
society. The situations in which Alice, Grace and Diana find themselves could be a 
response to the extreme feminism of the second-wave. The absence of the self-
empowered, let alone radical, spinster in these texts can be attributed to a more 
complacent political environment. In 1972 Chesler wrote that patriarchal marriage, 
prostitution, and mass “romantic” love are psychologically predicated on a sexual union 
between fathers and daughters (81). Her argument stemmed from the work of Emma 
Goldman who claimed, “the institution of marriage makes a parasite of woman, an 
absolute dependent” (81). Goldman described marriage using terms such as 
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“incapacitates”, “annihilates”, “paralyses” and “defiles”. Over the thirty years since 
Chesler indicted marriage in this way, the traces of this outrage against marriage, typical 
of second-wave feminists, seem to have been erased from our understanding of marriage. 
Marriage is not now seen as a dead end, more as an entry point to a different, 
advantageous part of society. This view could be responsible for the demise of that single 
woman who appeared so promising in later twentieth-century texts: the proudly self-
determined spinster. 
What I have argued here is that the fictional spinsters described in recent novels reveal 
ongoing anxieties about singleness, ambiguities about the effects of women’s liberation, 
and problems relating to women’s relationships with each other. Similarly Kelp 
documents competitiveness between women, the repercussions of attempts to enforce 
feminine stereotypes and, to varying degrees, hostility caused by generational or class 
divides: all issues I believe real women currently face. It is incorrect to blame gender bias 
for the lack of strong single women in fiction. This would mean that the writers 
(consciously or unconsciously) presume single women to be irrelevant, uninteresting or 
unable to drive a plot. These novels are not ignorant of feminist issues. Feminism is a 
consciousness of female oppression, and these novels demonstrate an awareness of this 
by depicting the sexual objectification of women, discrimination against women in the 
workplace and at home, and women who are ignored. In most instances the female 
character objects to her unjust treatment. It also must be noted that men, single or 
otherwise, do not receive any greater degree of representation than the women in these 
texts.  
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An ongoing concern of mine as I wrote about this idea of the conjugal yoke being 
proffered as narrative resolution is the fact that humans have a basic desire for close 
companionship. There is a risk that the essay insists that this desire is construed in the 
novels as a cop out. Rather, it is my argument that in terms of the novel, coupling should 
not be conjured as a terminus. The endurance of the love plot could also be due to the fact 
that it is a tried and tested page turner, which translates into sales dollars. Such plots do 
not belong exclusively to the chick-lit genre. However, the fairytale rescue scenario sits 
uneasily in the narratives considered here, not just because none regard marriage or long 
term relationships as especially positive, but due to the literary aspirations of each novel. 
Each argues for more compassion and intelligence in society’s handling of its 
marginalised citizens – all marginalised citizens, it seems, bar single women. I argue that 
an ambivalence towards singleness expressed in these novels reflects cultural anxieties 
held by a society which has growing numbers of single women.  
One area highlighted in this essay that remains unresolved in my manuscript is the topic 
of sexuality. While Sarah initiates, enjoys and offers good sex, there are no explicit sex 
scenes in my novel. If Bronwen Levy’s observation on the blandness of sex writing in the 
1980s could apply to the published novels considered here, then it certainly applies to my 
manuscript. Sarah does not withhold assent nor does she allow herself to be mastered. 
However, by not writing more explicit description of sex scenes which are pivotal to the 
plot, perhaps I am (by default) fostering a kind of female passivity, if sex is to be read 
according to Millett’s account of it as a microcosm of a culture’s attitudes and values.  
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Ambivalence towards single women in fiction could be assuaged by writers not 
necessarily striving to write overly self-conscious, politically motivated fiction, but by 
simply ensuring that there are options for the single woman between the pages, other than 
those that have a history in patriarchal traditions. Women in fiction have the opportunity 
to avoid and deflect what Greer so memorably described as “castration” by the “cultural 
reduction of human possibilities”; given that this essay is founded on the recognition that 
literary texts both reflect and produce social realities I contend that this opportunity is one 
that must be grasped and materialised.  
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